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CHAPTER ONE 


Disclaimer: The story is not true and no malice or impeachment was intended 


Note: BIGGEST AND VERY SPECIAL THANXX to Claudia for actually taking her tme to proof-read this for me! If 
anything doesnt read all that smoothly, thats only because | had the nerve to neglect some of her 


recommendations.. so blame me and only me! 


Note 2: This is my first ever attempt at a detective story, and though | lke some of it, the detective side in 


there is weak. You can probably see right away who the guy is. So please wait for chapter two and let me confuse 
you a little. :-) Also, there isn’t going to be any real smut before chapter 4 or so, - don’t say | didn’t warn you. 
And! You'll have to deal with a pretty sucky OC for the main Good Guy, so beware. That must be all. As | said, 


It turned out to be so easy a thing. 


I'd thought I'd be shaken. I'd thought I'd be scared. Maybe even disgusted. To be quite honest - | had even 
thought I'd break down and cry, such a shame, crying right in front of him 


But it was easy. As easy as crooking my finger and tensing it a bit. As easy as pulling the trigger. As easy as 
steadying the gun that jumped in my hands and almost slipped out. 


BANG! 
You are dead, officer. 


Maybe the cop's brain smeared on the wall wasn't such a pretty sight, but | don't think | cared. If anything, | 
felt.. 


High. 


High, and even higher, when he told me I'd done well. | had been longing for these words. For his hand on my 
shoulder. For his quick kiss. | found | could kill again and again if that would earn me these three things. 


After all, as easy as killing was.. 


He is walking me away from the spot now, talking in that cool, emotionless voice that he sometimes has. 


Usually | hate it, but now it is perfect. After all, he is talking business. 


"A dead cop is for some reason considered a bigger shit than any other dead man. So they'll be looking for you. 
Looking hard. That's where the hard part lies, kid We won't give you away. Don't give away yourself” 


"What should | do? Act as if nothing had happened, right? As if I'm just a good kid?" 
He laughs. 


"One should be blind to take you for a good kid. If you do that, you'll raise suspicion on the spot. No, kiddo. Be 
yourself. Just your usual messy self. And you should be aware that something has happened, huh? A cop killed 
a block away from your house, now, this is something happening, man! Remember this: there is nothing more 
suspicious than a completely unalarming person. They'd pick you up at once. But you're smart. You can make it. 


| know you will." 


l'm listening to him, paying attention like | should. He's really, really intelligent. He has such wild ideas, but they 
are perfectly logical. And he is always right. He had told me before we went out to do the job, "Don't be so 
nervous, kid. | promise you it will feel good. It always feels good. And there's a good reason for it. | mean.. it 
makes you feel like God. God gave them life, God is supposed to take it away.. but instead of God, it's you 


who's doing it! Its a trip. A power rush. You'll see." 


He was hundred percent right on this one. It did feel good. Just looking in this blue uniform fucker's eyes.. 
seeing surprise, fear, horror.. seeing life run out of them, abandon them, leave them dry.. glassy.. dead. 


A power rush, no shit. 

Of course he knew it. He must have killed dozens of people. He never tells, though. 

Now I'm one of them. That's the last thing | had to do to prove it. Now I'm just like all the rest of them, and 
l'm proud. l'm so fucking proud.. and | know he's proud of me, too, and knowing it makes me so happy. 

"Hey... 

"Yep?" 


"| love you." 


He laughs again. That low, soft, hissing laughter. | guess other people would think it sounds pretty sinister in 
that dark street. | guess they'd try to get away on hearing it. But | love it. Have always loved it. 


‘| love you too, kid. | love you too." 


eR 


It was way too early. For anything at all. Anyone who'd say 4 AM wasn't too early for anything was mentally 


challenged and probably socially dangerous, too. And surely deserved a smack in the mouth. 

McAran sighed and raised the collar of his coat. Some small protection from the chilly morning air. If this 
ungodly time could be called morning at all. 4 AM. God Almighty. He should be sitting in the squad room now, 
drinking his 4 o'clock coffee, or taking a nap. But not standing here in this damn Larrabee Street over a dead 
cop's body. 


Over a dead kids body, because Lauder, the cop in question, had been just twenty-five before the 357 bullet 


splashed his brains on a grimey brick wall. 
Life's not all beer and skittles. Life's no beer and no skittles, this way it's more accurate. 
"So what do you say, doc?" 


"A contact gunshot wound. The extensive disruption of the skull is due to close contact gas expansion from the 


muzzle blast." 


"Doc, get real. Who are you talking to? A gunshot wounds consilium? You see a consilium here, doc? You see 


anything anywhere close to a consilium? What do you see?" 


Doctor Terrens, the pathologist unlucky enough to be on duty during the night shift, sighed and gave him a 
dirty look. 


"| see a dumb cop who never cared to learn the terms than he needs for his job." 
"Then talk according to the person you see, doc. Tell the dumb cop what that was." 


| was saying just that. A shotgun wound, most likely Magnum357, with powder tattooing and blast damage 


from expanding gases.." 

"Doc." 

"Shit, alright. The fucker who did it put the muzzle right to his forehead. See that ring around the entrance 
wound? The barrel contacted the skin, and gases released entered the tissues - is that too learned for you? - 
and the skin blew up. Abrasion ring. See this greyish marks? Powder leftem. Even you must see that's a 
contact wound. Then the bullet went right through his brain and blasted out of the back of his head, causing 
the skull explosion Lovely?" 


"Just sweet. You saying it was a purposeful action? Not a casual shot?" 


I'm saying he died with a gun at his forehead. The one who shot it was right in front of him. Probably 


touching him. | doubt you could call it casual" 

"Pretty," McAran grinned joylessly. "That means we got a deliberate cop killer on our hands. Fuck." 
Terrens shrugged. 

"You're saying the bullet exited, right? It must be somewhere in the wall then?" 


"Is not my job, you know - to look for bullets in walls. Yes it came out. If the one who shot didn't care to pick 
it up, it should be somewhere around" 


Let the experts dog around for it. McAran looked around wistfully, wishing for this all to end as fast as 
possible, so he could load the dead kid into a meat wagon and speed up back into the warmth of the squad 
room. There was nothing to be helped by his freezing his balls off here in the middle of nowhere. 

Nothing at all 


eR 


Jeremy Lauder had been a good cop. An honest cop, always making his routes in any weather. Never snaking 


his way out of night shifts, one of which had cost him his life. Not even drinking coffee at the expense of bar 


owners - which was a normal cop practice. And yet he wasn't that annoying goody-goody type. He was 
generally loved. Had a lot of friends. 


Also he had a wife and a kid - a girl of two, who probably wouldn't even remember him by the time she went 


to school. 


The precinct was boiling. Everybody taking it personal, everybody offering help, everybody ready to do 
anything.. and nobody being really useful. All they were doing was turning Detective Staples's light hangover 
into drilling headache. 


He surely wished they would stop. 


McAran had passed the Lauder case to him when the shifts changed, and he didn't know what to make of it. A 
good kid, had no enemies, never arrested anyone bigger than a drunk tramp - half of them were thankful for 
being brought into a warm room for the rest of the night. There was nothing to start with in that case. No 


motives on the surface. 

Just a meaningless murder. Probably, for fun, too. 

Sick bastards. 

He had been slaving over the reports for the better part of the day. The report from the medical lab, the 
results of the post mortem. Nothing new, anyone who had any eyes could see the cause of death right away. 
Another report, saying the gun was a relatively new Magnum 351. The bullet had been extracted from the 
wall, but it didn't match any previous records. The gun was clean 

Staples realized with sickening clarity that this case was going to dangle around the precinct for weeks and 
then would most likely end up on a shelf in the archive - the murderer still not found Unless some miracle 


happened. Some gift from Lady Luck. Staples didn't believe in luck or her gifts. Not in this business. 


As a lot of people know, Lady Luck, like many other ladies, is a sucker for those who don't pay her any 
attention. And Staples found that out that evening. 


"Detective!" 


Who the fuck? He turned around. A patrolman. Dragging some punk along. Surprisingly, the punk didn't resist. He 


was small and ugly, and seemed dearly scared. 
"What's this?" 
"A witness, sir.” 


So the punk came by his free will? Now, that was something new. 


"A witness of what?" 

‘Of a cop murder near Sunset," the punk suddenly said. "The one that all the papers shout about." 

Oh really?! 

"You saw the one who did it, kid?" 

"The ones," the punk corrected, his voice unexpectedly serious. "Yes | did” 

Staples took a better look at him. The kid was about nineteen His head half-shaven, an attempt at a mohawk. 
Hair dyed red. His clothes were ragged and ripped, but surprisingly clean for a punk kid like this. No. He wasn't a 
regular Sunset Strip scum. Rather some rich kid gone astray. A regular punk wouldn't even talk to cops, let 
alone witness against anybody who shot one. Hmm. 

"Can you describe them?" 

"No." 

Staples stared at him. Glared at him, making the pseudo-punk drop his eyes. 

"You saw them but you can't describe them?" 

The pseudo-punk bit his lip. 

‘It was dark, you know,” he murmured. Then added with a sudden determination, "I just recognized the voice." 


Staples sat back in his chair and narrowed his eyes. 


"You recognized the voice," he mused. "That means you know them, huh, buddy? | mean, it takes some 


familiarity to recognize the voice on the spot." 
The pseudo-punk looked up, and his wasn't a pleasant expression. 


Either this," he muttered, "or just one, but very special occasion | don't know their names. Or what they were 


talking about. | wasn't that close." 
"Well, what do you know?" Staples rested his elbows on the table. Maybe this was that. At least something. 
The little punk's answer changed his mind. Not just something 


Pretty much. 


| don't know the one who shot," the kid said. "But the one who was with him, I'll never forget his voice. He's in 


one of these Sunset bands. Either Motley Crew, or Rat, or Wasp" 

Staples almost jumped up. 

"How do you know, kiddo?" 

The punk frowned. 

"It was a party from hell, officer. In their house on Clark Street. | dont know whose house it is, but | sure 
know how to find it. | dont remember much, because | was drurk.. thankfully," he shuddered. Staples raised his 


eyebrow. "But I'll remember that voice ‘til the day | die, dude. One of these voices I'll never forget. Look what 
they did to me." 


The punk turned the left half of his head to Staples - the one where his hair wasn't shaved off and had grown 
pretty long. Then he lifted it up, so that Staples could see his ear. 


The earlobe was npped An ugly rip running through it. So violent that it hadn't even healed together, leaving 
the lobe shredded in two. Two bits dangling from the bottom of the ear. Nothing pretty. Nothing big, either, 
but Staples found himself wondering what could have left such a trace. An earring ripped out? Such shit 


healed in no time. This was something else. 

The punk saw his curiosity, and explained with a forced smile, "I pissed them off, so one of them just nailed me 
to the table. Literally. Ran a nail through my earlobe and hammered it into the desk. And then they partied on 
as if | weren't there. Nice people. All of them." 

Staples cleared his throat. 

"Yah. So they left me there, and | had to tear my fucking ear apart to break free. While | was bent over the 
table there, all | could hear was their voices. And | tell you that's one of them. | just don't know which. But if | 


hear that voice again - man, I'll know him. I'll know him." 


| cant beleve if, Staples thought. / can't believe it! Is there really some God above? And does he really care? Is 
that why this is happening? 


"Write down the names of those bands for me, kid," he said. "And your name, too. With a contact phone 
number. By tomorrow's evening we'll have them here. And then you'll help us out. A deal?" 


The punk nodded. 


"| ain't no stooge," he said lowly. "I'm not thar. But shit, you gotta think how you treat people." 


Staples nodded, handing him a sheet of paper. He watched him write down the bands' names - just as he 
thought, nothing was as easy as it sounded. And what kind of rock'n'roller would name his band "WASP", he 
couldn't imagine. A WASP., maybe. 


The kid returned the sheet. Motley Crue, Ratt and WASP. At the bottom of the sheet a line in tidy 
handwriting said, "James Flannery". Plus a few digits. The little purk's name and telephone. Bah, he wasn't a punk 
at all. Punks didn't write like preppy schoolgirls. 


"Can | go now?" 


No-one feels comfortable at a police precinct. Except for determined little old ladies whose dogs ran away from 


their overcaring love - those ones obviously feel at home. Unfortunately. 
"Sure. We'll call you tomorrow, so please be at hand" 
"l'Il sit at home all day, okay? See you, officer.” 


Staples watched him get out of the precinct. Stand hesitantly at the front door. Shrug and head away. Then he 
fell back in his chair, almost sick with relief. By tomorrow's afternoon the job would be done. They'll get the 
papers ready, track down the little bastards and everything else was just a matter of time. 


But by tomorrow's afternoon, it all didn't matter. Because in the morning James Flannery, 20, white, male, was 
found dead behind the Starwood club with three 357 close range wounds. And one wouldn't know about heaven 


or hell, but in Los Angeles these days the dead still couldn't talk. 


EK 


That was much harder. | knew the guy, and he knew me. We had even been on speaking terms for some time. 
And that was exactly why he had to die. 


"Saw that little fuck getting out of the police precinct. That's my fault. Just for once, | thought | sensed him 
around, there, where we got the copper.. but then | thought | was just seeing things. He knows me. Knows my 


face, knows my voice. Knows you, too. We have to do him in, kia.” 


Oh, he had offered to do that for me. "I can kill him for you, kid. After all, that was me who fucked up. The 
guys say its your job, because it's your case he's on, but | say, fuck them. Or we could tell them you did it. 
That's not a big deal. Not wanting to do that doesn't make you a pussy, believe me." 


But it did make me a pussy. So | had turned the offer down Instead | had asked him to be with me when | did 
that. | needed him around. He had said yes. 


But boy, was that hard. 


We cornered the dude behind the Starwood, and he recognized us, and he knew why we were there. So he tried 
to scream. But he shut him up. Knocked all his teeth out in one blow. The guy didn't try to cry for help 


anymore. He just looked at me. 
"Don't," he said softly. "Don't, please. Don't.” 


He began to say my name, and the second blow threw him onto the wall. He slid down and ended up on his 


knees. 


"You don't dare say his name, fucker. You were ready to sell it to the fucking cops. You don't dare say it 


aloud." 


The guy still was looking at me. Pleadingly. | forced myself to shake my head and raise the gun. His eyes 
widened. And filled with tears. Gosh, he was crying It was so unnerving. He mouthed my name. Weakly. 


"Want me to do it for you, kid?" 

And | fired the gun. 

It was a bad shot. Caught him in the throat, and he didn't die. He collapsed to the ground, gurgling and coughing 
out blood, making me want to throw up. 


"He might survive it. No good." 


| hurriedly shot the second one. And then the third one. I'd have shot the fourth, too, and the fifth, and the 
sixth, but his hands covered mine, and | let the gun go. 


There was no more need to shoot, anyway. The guy was dead. My two last shots got him in the head. 


"Well done, kid. Now RUN!" 


And we sprinted away from there, because someone must have heard the shots, someone must be calling the 


cops already, just because | had been so sloppy and couldn't do it with shot one. 

It wasn't well done at all 

But that's not what tm thinking about now. 

| shouldn't be thinking at all - lying in his bed, pressed so close to him, wrapped in his arms, enveloped in his 
heat. His fingers are running through my hair, his breath is on my temple, and | don't want to be thinking, Its 


too good a moment to be thinking. 


But | can't keep it back, so | spoil it. 


His hand stops on the back of my head. 
"You're bitter, kid" 

"Nah..." 

"You are. That's okay. That's normal." 
Maybe. 

"I was thinking about this one thing here.." 
A sigh. 

"Bring it on" 


| mean.. once a man goes over this edge - once he kills somebody.. what ever stops him from killing 


everybody else? Is there any good reason for him not to do it again and again?" 
Snort. 

"Well, | guess it's a matter of liking. If you like a person, you don't want to kill them 
Im shivering, Just a little, but he feels it, can't but feel it. 

"But who would waste his time trying to prove his point when he can just... shoot?" 


"Hey, you're weird. People in the previous ages - they killed on a daily basis, y'know? They killed thieves, enemy 
soldiers, bad masters, bad slaves.. but | don't think they knifed down their wives each time the bitches fucked 


up. 


| can't stop that damn shivering, and now | know he's getting annoyed. I'm not as tough as l'm supposed to be. | 
guess it's bad. 


"Ask that one question | know what you wanna ask. Ask me." 
"Will you.. will you be able to..." 
"Kill you?" 


"Yes." 


Silence. Worse than a gunshot. | wish it was me dead in that backyard instead of that little guy. 
"'d rather die” 

| sigh, tucking deeper into his arms. He hugs me. Tight. 

"Id never kill you, kid. I'd never hurt you that bad" 

And l'm happy he doesn't return the question. Because right now | just dont know. 

"You're pissed at me. Don't deny. You're pissed at me becouse | made you do that! 

| don't respond for a while. Then | say what | think: 


"You dragged me over the edge when | wasn't ready. That cop.. | read about him in a newspaper today. He had 
a little kid, you know that?" 


And he shakes me up. So wildly, so rudely, so violently, my head snaps and my teeth clang so hard that it 
hurts. 


“There are almost six billion people in the world, kid. Six fucking billion Can you care for everyone of them?" 
"N-n-no.." | stutter, suddenly frightened. 

"There's not enough care to go around. So you care about your dearest and nearest. And who do you care 
about? Not your mother. Not your girlfriend. Not you friends. Not me. You care about a fucking cop and his 
daughter." 

He lets go and | fall onto the pillows, gasping. 

"Fine. You know you can just go to the police and start singing. | won't turn a hair to stop you." 


"Nice option!" | hiss, angered. "I go there, and I'm fried!" 


"You can say | was the one behind that. You were under my influence. | made you do that. You're the younger 
one. You could get away with two or three years. Not that much. Think it over." 


He turns away from me. 
Fine. | won't buy it. 


| lie next to him. Wide awake. Counting seconds. One minute over. Two. Three. 


| bite my lip and snuggle up to his back. 

"Hey.. hey dude. Come on. Please. I'm sorry." 

"You needn't be," but he doesn't turn. 

| hide my face between his shoulder blades desperately. 
"Please. | love you. | need you. l'm just weak." 

He turns back to me and holds me again, and | all but come just from pure happiness. 
"You're not weak, kid. | am." 

The words are strange. But a kiss just makes it all better. 
KKK 

"We're in shit" 

"| know." 

"Deeper in shit." 


"It can't get deeper." 


"It sure can. Why didn't you give the little fucker some protection? Why didn't you keep him here?" 


"Oh come on. How was | supposed to know?" 
"He was a murder witness - shit, he was our only murder witness!" 


"How does that get us deeper in shit? Just back to where we were." 


"Fuck. | should have let you finish your coffee. You're no good before coffee. Look at my fingers. Now we have 


two murders instead of one - that's finger one. And finger two - you know who the little punk's parents are?" 


"Wha. Oh Christ! That very Flannery?!" 
"Yep. That very Flannery." 


"We're in shit.” 


"Just what | keep saying.” 
"What are we gonna do?" 


"| don't know what you are going to do. | don't give a fuck about what you are going to do. But I'll tell you what 
lam going to do. l'm going to get you off that case." 


"Do me a favor." 
"tm also going to call up Blake and fix him with this one." 
"Blake?! But he's." 


"Shut up, Staples. | think it's a good idea. Exactly because he's so irregular. And he knows the scene. That damn 


music. I'm going to give him that chance. After all, he needs to clear up his record now." 

"Yes, sir. Can | tell you something, sir?" 

"Drop that ‘sir’ shit, Ben. What's that?" 

"Nothing in particular. But I just think that when you call him up, Matt, he's going to be pissed and nothing else 
The fuck he'll say thanks for giving him the chance you want to give him. He'll just say ‘fuck you and fuck 
your case’, and that's all” 

"Yeah, right. But he'll show up and take it all the same. You know why?" 

"Because he and Lauder were best buds for a while? Hey, | thought they." 

"Cuz he likes this job. He was born for it. And he doesn't want to lose it forever: 

"Wait. You're saying that Blake is a natural born detective?" 

"Yep. One in a hundred 

"Then why the hell is he always getting in trouble here?" 


"Exactly because of that, Ben. Exactly because of that" 


eR 


CHAPTER TWO 


Just a note: | don't know shit about the US police booking procedural, so if | fucked something up, you'll have to 
bear with me. As | said, that's my first try at the genre.. and | feel very insecure as it is. 


| love bars. Bars and night clubs. There's something really special about such places. All that smoke haze, dim 
lights, special music, special people, special language they speak. Make you feel special. As if you're not human 
but some other breed who breaths nicotine and feeds on burritos and JD strictly. Might be enhanced, too. 


Troubadour is like any other of them in that respect - smoke, rumbling speakers and slang-speaking freaks. 
Me being one of them. 


We sit on the stools at the bar counter, me and him He's sipping on his Jack, and |, for once, am just looking 
around. Checking out the girls, trying to make out what the band onstage is singing. Waving to our friends when 
| spot them. 


| feel so good. 


| don't know what was wrong with me that night. | almost fucked up all | had achieved. And | almost fucked up 
all | had, getting him angry. But it turned out all good. He was a bit rough that night. Fucked me sore. But | 
didn't mind, and by morning he got softer, almost tender. And everything was alright again 


| didn't think about that shit anymore. | mean, not like that "What have | done?!" or "He had a kid." or "Am I a 
monster now?l"... | know full well what have done. What millions of other people do all over the world And that 
cop - who had a kid - wasn't as nice a guy as they paint him in the papers. To begin with, even the holiest 
man on Earth has some ugly shit hidden in the depths of his soul. For all have sinned and fallen short of the 
glory of God, you know? But about this one, | know something very special, something that most of his friends 
probably never knew. He wasn't a saint. And the monster question.. I'm not a monster. Not in a world where 


people rape their children or starve their old mom to death. 

Compared to them, even he isn't a monster. And everything is known in comparison 

Now everything feels just.. normal. Maybe | just feel a little tougher. Looking at all the guys there, all the big 
bikers trying to look real deal, knowing that probably they've never gone as far as | have. Let me tell you 


something: it's a great feeling. 


| stretch a little and catch his snicker out of the corner of my eye. | grin and elbow him in the ribs lightly. He 
gives me a playful tug on the hair - just as light. Nothing bigger allowed yet - we have company. 


He's not looking at me, though. Toying with a strand of my hair, but not looking at me. That makes me feel 
uncomfortable. Uneasy. | follow the direction of his look. 


He's staring at the guy who's sitting at the other end of the bar counter. A young guy, maybe a few years 
older than me. He looks quite average for this place - leather jacket, long hair. Dark hair. And dark eyes. 
Nursing a beer. 

A good-looking guy. 

| elbow him again 

"Hey man!" 


"Yeah?" he doesn't even turn his head. | feel neglected. That annoys me a little. Just a little. 


"Y'know, l'm not blind. | see he's quite a piece of meat. But still, why are you staring at him like that when I'm 
still here?!" 


He chuckles softly, and gives me the most unexpected answer of all: 
"Simply because he's a cop, kid” 


eR 


Johnny bought another beer. He never cared about the rules. Yes, he was on duty. And thats exactly why he 


needed one. 
It came a bit too late, anyway. 


Boy, had he been mad when Lieutenant's call had pulled him out of his heavy, alcohol-induced, coma-like 
afternoon sleep. All he had understood from the first few lines was that his pals there at LAPD had fucked up 
again and now needed him to clean up the mess. It was always the same. Never changed. When everything was 
alright, he was the black sheep. Johnny Blake didn't write proper reports, Johnny Blake was violent with the 
suspects, Johnny Blake drank on duty, Johnny Blake didn't give a shit about the procedural, Johnny Blake didn't 
kiss ass, Johnny Blake this, Johnny Blake that. And when something was going wrong, all of a sudden Johnny 
Blake was that proverbial prodigal son who was loved more than ten obedient ones. All of a sudden, all his sins 


became minor and forgivable. All of a sudden he was needed 


So needed that they would call him up in the middle of the forced vacation which really felt more like being 
temporarily fired. Suspended 


So he had been pretty mad. Up to the moment when Lieutenant mentioned Jeremy Lauder. 


Up to the moment he realized Lieutenant was saying that Jerry was dead 


When he had put that phone down, one thing he had really needed was a beer or six. But there was none left 
at his home. 
So now he was catching up. Beer never got him drunk anyway. And he felt he had deserved it. 


He had been a good boy. He had been to the both murder scenes. First Larrabee Street, where the smear 
Jerry's brains had left on the wall could still be seen He hadn't spent much time there. The thought of Jerry 


had made him feel shaky. He didn't know what feeling was stronger - anger or grief. 
Because he grieved 


Guys back in the Department thought that these last couple of years they were little less than enemies. Yes, 
used to be best friends, and then Jerry sang to the internal investigation service some sweet tune about 
Johnny, and boom! - just how close hate and love are! Johnny and Jerry were buds, Jerry and Johnny are 


parts. 
But it just wasn't true. 


Johnny never hated him. He couldn't hate Jerry. Not for this. Even the squad guys, who'd spit on anyone who'd 
flirt with Internal Investigations, didn't blame Jerry, and didn't reproach him. Because this was just how he was. 
Jerry was so goddamn proper He had to do what had to be done, and it was never any other way with him. 
Sure enough, Johnny had gotten mad at him. He had been really mad at him, and it had even come to blows 
and resulted in more than a couple shiners mirroring each other on their faces, but he had never hated him. 


You couldn't hate Jerry. 

You could only ove him. 

And though Johnny had spat out way too many things he shouldn't have ever said, he had never stopped 
considering Jerry his friend. If Jerry ever needed him, he would come. No matter what. He would come and 
fight with him, and fight for him, and die for him if necessary, because that was what friends did. 


Only when it had been his chance to die for Jerry, he hadnt been there. 


He would find that bastard. Find him and kil him. And after that they could fire him or send him to jail. He 


didn't care much. 
So he had walked down Larrabee Street and found the spot. He had been told that the experts had already 


picked everything there was to be found there, but he had waved it off. There always was something else to 
be found. 


He had been right. He had found his something outside the closed area. Around the corner. 


A little pile of cigarette butts. 


Somebody had been standing there. Probably, on the night Jerry had died. Somebody had been standing there, 


smoking... smoking... waiting? 
Somebody who knew Jerry's route. Who knew when and where he made it. 
Johnny had picked up a butt then, examining it, looking for the brand. Marlboro Superfilters. 


He had found similar ones half an hour later, behind the Starwood club. Fewer of them, though. Just five. 
Three of them were burnt up to the filters, bitten almost in half. Someone had been nervous, eh? And the 
second one hadn't been. The poor little dead punk had said there were two of them, and so far it looked like he 
had been right. 


Now, sitting over his beer in Troubadour, he wondered which of them was the killer? The one who left the 
"nervous" butts? Standing there, twitching.. excited? Scared? And why hadn't he been smoking before killing 
Jerry? Or had he - but being much less messed up then the second time? 


It didn't make any sense. The first time was always the hardest. The second murder must feel much easier, 
and if a killer ever committed the third, he was officially considered off the rails. 
So had it been the calm one? The cool one, waiting for Jerry in the dark of Larrabee, waiting for Jim Flannery 


to make his usual way home through the backyards? 

But why had he dragged his hypersensitive pal along? 

He had to look out for them now. To find these character traits in the band guys he would meet. To see it. To 
catch it. Catch it, and find just a little more evidence. He still wasn't mad enough to shoot a man just for his 
smoking habits. 

"Hey dude!" a push on the shoulder. 

Johnny turned around slowly. 

That was a really tall guy. And really skinny, too. And looking impossibly young. If he weren't such a skyscraper, 
Johnny would have thought he's sixteen or so. Long hair - teased on top and wavy where it wasn't teased. He 
was wearing skin tight black leather pants that made him look some sort of a spider - Daddy Long Legs, yeah. 
A drunk sneer. Looked like he was wearing some lipstick, too - or had been wearing. Now it was just a reddish 
smear. 


"Yeah?" 


"Guys over there say you're a cop," Daddy Long Legs said. And swayed a bit. Frowned. "You're a cop?" 


There goes your cover, Johnny. 
"What guys?" 
"Those guys," the guy waved his hand in an indefinite direction. "My crew over there. You're a cop. Really?" 


Johnny finally found the guys the skyscraper was talking about. Right at the opposite end of a bar counter. 
Five of them. A picturesque little group. Black hair, white hair - and he could swear each of them had been 
dyed. A big blonde leaning on the wall with an indifferent smile was drinking Lowenbrau and wasn't looking at 
him at all. But all the others were. Two tall blackheads, with similar shaggy hairdos, similar black leather 
jackets, similar scowls on dusky faces. One of them seemed a bit younger, and his stare was more intense, 
hostile, almost drilling a hole right between Johnny's eyes. The older one - who also seemed bigger, at least, not 
as skinny as most of them - eyed him up and down with a lazy kind of curiosity. No threat in that stare, but 
Johnny didn't like it one bit. School teachers looked at frogs like that before cutting them in half to show the 


kids the way frogs were on the inside. 


The last two guys were significantly smaller. And prettier. Actually, they could make a cute modeling duo for 


some gay porn magazine. 


One of them was a brunette. Such a small thing with a sly smile and what must have been a whole tube of 
eyeliner around his eyes. A lock of his hair falling on the left side of his face left him one-eyed, but since he 
wasn't throwing it back, it must have been meant to be that way. Yeah, tricky. 


The other one was blonde. Not just blonde - snowy, dazzling, foxic blonde. The type they called “suicide blonde". 
His hair all fluffed up, he looked like a mini-David Lee Roth. But where David always looked a male - if a crazy 
one - this one could be taken for a chick in his red leather jacket, black jeans and stiletto heels. If he were 
wearing any make-up, even Johnny wouldn't be able to tell his gender at once, - and Johnny had seen enough 


of such kind to distinguish them. 


The blonde was looking at him pensively, pouting slightly, as the brunette whispered something in his ear, giving 
Johnny curious glances. 


And they all looked familiar. Johnny had to hold back his laughter when he realized that each and every one of 
them had been dragged into the squad room at one point or another, and mostly in night shifts last year. He 
had done a lot of night shifts last year, it was yet another informal punishment Lieutenant had invented for 
him. These guys here had been inside LAPD not once and not twice - on various charges, from battery to 
indecent exposure. And sure enough they'd seen him there. He probably had taken down their details, now that 
he thought of that. 


Well, he hadn't been going to stay under cover for long anyways. 


"You're a cop." 


"Well, yeah. Your buds there are right. So what? A cop can't have a beer on a Saturday night?" 
The skyscraper's face darkened. Johnny gave a little sigh. He didn't want to start it off with a fight. 
"I lost a bet on you," the skyscraper said. "Motherfucker." 


Johnny was amazed at the sight of utterly childish disappointment taking over that face. Shit. How old was this 
guy?! 


"I thought you looked too cool for a cop," the kid said, giving his chair a slight kick, which Johnny decided to 
ignore. "What are you doing here, bastard?" 


"Tommy, leave him the fuck alone," the younger tall blackhead called to him. "He's just waiting for you to act 
up so he can lock you up. Don't give him the thrill” Yet another dark stare. They all had their reasons to 


dislike law enforcement, of course. 


Tommy sighed, gave Johnny the finger and came back to the opposite end of the counter. The little blonde 
snickered and dug him in the ribs. Tommy cursed and fished in his pocket - for some money, Johnny guessed. 
He wondered, amused, how much the kid had lost on his account. 


The blackhead kept glaring at him. And Johnny suddenly realized he could remember quite clearly where and 
when he had seen this scowl before. Not because the guy was so special. But because it had been Jerry who 


had booked him. 


(# was pretty surreal to him, seeing Jerry so mad. The kid they dragged in was a mess of black hair, red Ipstick, 
black and blue bruises, and brownish clotting blood, and Johnny couldnt believe his eyes - it was sooo not Jerry fo 
beat up a kid Ike this. Jerry's catch was always handled firmly but elegantly, never any umecessary violence, so 
unlike Johnny himself: And now this.. Jerry shoved the kid towards Johnny's fable, and the kid really, really looked 
bad Moved bad, too. Might have something broken Johnny looked up at Jerry, surprised 


When Jerry saw it was Johnny at the table, his face froze. There was a huge bruise on his cheekbone, too. The kid 


definitely wasn’t an eager surrender. 


‘Stop staring at me, Blake," Jerry said in a stiff voice. "Just write it down. Nkki Sixx - what kind of a name is that, 
for Chrissake? Nikki, with double K, lke a chick's name. Charge: assaulting a police officer with a deadly weapon." 


Johnny took it all down and watched Jerry kick Nikki (with double K) Sixx behind the bars. The kid had enough balls 
fo give him the finger, and Jerry slapped him across the face so heavily that the kid landed on his ass in the 


corner. 
Easier on him, Lauder," Johnny said softly. "Someone might see, and someone might fell." 


verry whipped around, glaring, but Johnny didnt look away. Just shook his head and added: 


"Though its not gonna be me, derry." 


He had wanted fo see that hurt look on Jerry's face, but somehow that just wasn't satisfactory. Instead it made 


hm feel almost ashamed 
‘He was resisting the arrest," Jerry said dully. "And you can fake that down too.’) 


So that was Nikki here. Scowling at him - was it just a normal anti-cop attitude the guys here seemed to 
have, or did he remember that incident with the same clarity? Did he hate Johnny for just standing there 
while he was being smacked around? How bad had Jerry really hurt him? He didn't look like the type of guy 
who'd take shit from anybody. 


Was he pissed enough to wait half a year and shoot Jerry's brains out? 


Johnny sighed. That would be such a nice motivation, but he doubted Mr. Nikki Double K Sixx even had enough 
money to get himself a Magnum. He looked as if he had been stealing clothes from bag ladies around Hollywood. 


He probably had, too. 
He decided to address him nevertheless. 
"Hi there, Nikki." 


Nikki's eyes widened and he looked at Johnny for another 5 or 6 seconds, as if downright struck by the sheer 
cheekiness of this greeting coming from the cop pig Then he sneered and got up from his bar stool. Paced up 
to Johnny along the counter. Johnny tensed, suddenly alert. There was something about that pace he didn't like. 
Something predatory. 


Nikki stopped right in front of him and leaned in so that their faces were only a couple of inches apart. Then 
he said, low and distinctly: 


"| don't remember ever being introduced to you, fucker. My friends call me by my first name. But | have no 


friends in the Los Angeles Police Department, cop. Not a single one." 


There was something wrong about his eyes, too. They were.. wild. And Johnny doubted that however much 
alcohol was sitting in Nikki now was the reason. No, he wouldn't shoot Jerry. If he had ever gotten him alone in 


a dark alley, he'd have just ripped his throat open 


"Tough luck," he answered, looking directly in these eyes, gleaming steel dangerous blue through the raven black 


fringe. "Maybe you should get some. Makes living much easier." 


There came a low snarl, and Johnny watched, mesmerized, as Nikki's lips drew back from his teeth in a 


completely animal grimace. He inched back instinctively, almost afraid the sick fuck would actually bife him. 


"Nikki." 


The voice came from behind Nikki's back. Nikki pulled away, and Johnny saw the one who was talking. It was the 
older blackhead, and he gave Johnny the same coldly curious and mildly amused glance. 


"You remember what you told Tommy there? You wanna spend a night in jail?" 


And Nikki.. toned down. Not actually cowered - just looked at the bigger guy and toned down a bit. As if 


listening to the voice of reason. 


"Well," he shrugged with a strange half-smile, "I guess, you're the smart one, Blackie. But I'll have to agree with 


Tommy - it's really fucked up to know these bastards are all around you. Even when you're.. relaxing." 

Blackie chuckled. 

"Maybe he's just relaxing, too. Who said cops can't like good music?" 

"Nikki's right," Johnny drawled softly. Both rockers turned back to him, and he continued, "I am doing my job. | 
am on duty. But all | needed from you, Mr. Sixx, was a little information about three local bands. Just saw a 
familiar face and..." 

Nikki smiled. Widely. 

"And what exactly made you think | would give you this... information?" 

Of course you wouldn't, Johnny thought with a mental smile. / bet you wouldn't want to. But you will 

"See. the situation is as follows. We have two murders on our hands, so it's all very serious. The guys in the 
bands | wanted to track down are connected with this murder.. in some way. Sure enough, my boss could send 
a squad, brush up the Strip, grab whoever they find, drag them to the precinct and give them a proper 
questioning. But that would be too much noise, don't you think? So they sent me. Thinking | could find these 
guys.. have a quiet little talk with them. In a familiar atmosphere. Informal setting. Of course, if | fail, they'll 


switch back to plan A. You think your friends will profit much from that?" 


Nikki hesitated. Looked at Blackie. Blackie shrugged, looking at Johnny. There was a little less amusement in his 


stare now, and a little more coldness and curiosity. 
"What bands?" Nikki demanded finally. He still was uncertain, but that was already something. 


Johnny took a piece of paper from his pocket. 
"Motley Crue," he read. "Ratt. And WASP." 


The answer to this was startled silence. And then both guys broke out laughing. 


Johnny gave a smirk, waiting to learn the reasons for such a mood swing. 


"You're lucky today, cop dude," Nikki said with another half-smile. "Not only can you have some info on these 
bands. You can have the bands, too. At least, the better part of them. Come on" 


He grabbed Johnny by the sleeve of his jacket, pulling him along. Johnny followed the pull, forcing himself not 
to brush Nikki's hand off. That wasn't important now. What was important was that he was going to get a little 
bit closer. 

"Hey!" Tommy exclaimed. "What did you drag this bitch in here for?" 

"Shut up, Tom," Nikki said impatiently, still snickering. "So, officer..." 

"Detective. Detective Blake." 

"Whatever. Ratt!" he pointed at the big blonde guy at the wall and the little brunette that was now sitting on a 
stool next to him. "WASP" his finger poked Blackie in the chest. Blackie chuckled again. "And, finally.. Motley 
fuckin’ Cruelll" Nikki hugged Tommy with one arm and the little blonde with the other, and gave Johnny a grin 
"Are you happy now.. detective?" 

"That much happiness could kill me," Johnny responded, overcoming his surprise. "Where can we talk?" 

XE% 


Okay. Now | finally am shaky. 


We're crossing the Strip now. Ungodly early - its only about 2 AM, but we didn't go to the Rainbow as usual 
to sit out the rest of the right. We're heading to that Clark Street shithole. And this fucker is the reason why. 


The cop. 
Scares the shit out of me. God, | hope it doesn't show. He doesn't know | did it.. has no way to know | did it, 
there are more dangerous-looking guys around, and | - | never even look to people as if | could have a gun. But 


/ know | did it, and | have that childish, irrational fear that this guy can just smeli that knowledge reeking out 


of me. 
What will he do to me if he finds out? 
What will they do to me if he finds out? 


He never told me what was going to happen if | ever got caught. As if it was out of question. But | can't help 
wondering now. I'd be dead set on not telling anything at first, not selling anyone out. But after a week? Two 


weeks? A month? The cops would beat me up, | know this much - know these guys, been there, done that. But 
that's nothing. They could put me in a common cell. Now, I'm not so full of myself as to think I'm Mr. Universe, 
but I'm young, I'm not ugly, and | have long hair and all that.. I'd need some SuperGlue to put my ass back 
together after that experience. More shit like that. | know myself well enough. Finally | wil talk. Will sing like a 
lark in the skies. 


And if | know that, he sure knows that. 
Do all the others know? 
Must be so. 


And that's the reason I'm not so sure l'Il ever make it alive to that common cell. He said he would never be 


able to kill me. But he didn't say a word about his friends. 
My friends. 
Please, let him not find out. Please, please, please.. 


He is beside me, and he puts an arm around my shoulder. And | feel better, instantly. As if | had gotten a sip 


of some superpower potion. 
"You're doing great, kid," he whispers in my ear. "No fear. It will be alright: 
And he tousles my hair, and against any good sense, | believe him 


eR 


That sure was the dirtiest little place Johnny had ever seen And he'd lived in slums before. Or he had thought 
he'd lived. 


He got the first idea of what it was going to be like when he saw that brown door that hung open, screeching, 
in its hinges - and it seemed ready to fall off any minute. ("Doesn't close," Tommy commented joyously. "You 
cop fuckers have kicked it in way too many times!") The corridor made him think twice, because they basically 
weren't walking on the floor. There was no floor to be seen It was buried under piles of junk and bags of 
garbage. Beer cans. Booze bottles. Clothes - from leathers to lace panties, all of that of various degrees of 
dirtiness. Record sleeves. One time he had almost stepped on a bass string - it was wound into a ball 
carelessly, and the end of it stuck out of that ball, and it was pretty sharp; if he had stepped on it, it could've 
well run through his foot. And then they all scrambled into the living room, with its walls scorched black, its 
window broken, its carpet burnt and filthy, and Johnny, who had always thought his own home was pretty 


messy, finally understood the ultimate meaning of the word 'mess'. This was a mess. 


And that mess stank 


Holy shit, he thought, if I had fo live in a place lke this, Id probably go killing people just as well But the guys 
didn't seem to mind Tommy found a bottle of Jack that was half full and plopped down on a beat-up leather 
couch with a happy squee. The little blonde - Vince, if Johnny had heard it right - immediately jumped him 
with a righteously angry scream of "It was my stash!!!" The brunette Ratt guy smirked and offered a bet to 
the blonde Ratt guy, betting on Vince - which was weird, taking into account just how small Vince was. Blackie 
tossed off his jacket and sat down on the floor cross-legged, with a weary sigh. 


An asylum. 
Only Nikki didn't take part in that all. He seemed to have sobered up a bit. He leaned on the wall and stood 


there, staring at Johnny. His stare wasn't as hostile as it had been, but it was dark. Searching. He was waiting. 
After all, Johnny was the reason they had come here so early. 


For a talk. 
The blonde Ratt dude had another look and refused to bet on Tommy. His bandmate shrugged, but he didn't 
seem Too upset. Johnny looked at the couch and, with genuine surprise, noticed that so far Vince really was 


winning. 


"Tell me more," Nikki said suddenly. "Why do cops need us? So a cop was killed - isn't it usually some drug 
dealer who does it?" 


"We had a witness," Johnny said, also leaning against the wall. "And he said it was no drug dealer. He said it was 


one of you, guys.” 


"Yeah?" the Ratt brunette looked away from the couch fight with his usual sly smile. "He did? What a fucker. 


Will you tell us who it was so we could kick his ass?" 


"I will tell you," Johnny said, not smiling back. "But you won't kick his ass. Unless some of you are pissed off 
just enough to dig a six feet deep hole to do it" 


The little brunette bit his lip, understanding the implication perfectly. 

"Dead?" Blackie asked from the floor. "You said you had two murders, right?" 
"Yes, dead. And that somehow adds some extra credibility to his words." 

The Ratt blonde sighed. 


"Oh fine. Now one of us is the murderer. Hey, take Steph. Then I'll finally hire a better singer." 


"l'Il remember that," the little brunette, apparently named Steph, narrowed his eyes. "You know, Detective, this 
guy here, he's the one who's behind the Sunset Murders. Doug Clark and his Bundy chick were just spotlight 


hunters...” 


Johnny sighed, listening to his babble. His head was starting to ache again, and he hadn't even done anything like 


work yet. He needed silence. 
So he reached into his holster, took his gun out and fired a shot through the broken window. 
Just one shot. 


But it killed all the talk in the room. 


Steph shut up and stared at him, his mouth open. The blonde guy put his hand on Steph's shoulder and looked 
at Johnny unbelievingly. Vince and Tommy stopped fighting at once and jumped up from the couch - Johnny 
noted with a smirk that Vince had the bottle now, and that despite the shock he hadn't dropped it. Must be an 


unconditioned reflex already - never to spill your booze, no matter what. 

Neither Nikki nor Blackie moved. He felt their stares. But didn't look at them. 

"You might find it funny,” he told Steph. Very softly. But every word rang through the silenced room and 
almost echoed. "The one who shot Jerry Lauder's brains out must've thought it was funny, too. But | don't 
think so. My best friend was killed | don't care if he was a cop or not. But its very, very serious, believe me. | 
will do anything to find out who it was. Not because it's my job. Any other day | wouldn't care if you brought 
down the whole Department. But this time it's different. Indeed it is. You still think it's a joke, Steph?" 


Steph blinked and didn't answer. His blonde buddy pulled him closer, and told Johnny in the same threateningly 


soft voice as his own: 
"Put that gun down. You're scaring the kids." 


"And everyone has already shitted their pants by now, so you don't need it anymore," Nikki added. Johnny could 
hear a smirk in his voice. "What do you want, Mister Bad Cop?" 


Johnny put the gun back into the holster before answering this question 


"There was a party in this hole once," he said. "A nice little party where a certain guy got nailed to the table 
by his ear. The guy's name was James Flannery, and he is dead now." 


The men around him exchanged glances. 


“That little punk?" the Ratt blonde said and shook his head. "That was him?" 


"You remember," Johnny noted casually. "Was it you who gave him the ear job?" 

"| don't even remember who it was," the guy smirked. Steph was behind him now, shielded by broad muscular 
shoulders. Johnny wondered involuntarily, if this dude was a gym freak or something. For a struggling LA 
rocker, he was just too huge. 

"It was me, Robbie,” Nikki kept his eyes on Johnny. No guessing what that stare meant. "It was me. The little 
bitch kept yelling that he was punk rock, so | made him punk rock How's that connected with your case.. 
Detective?" 

"I need to talk to everyone who was present at that party." 


Nikki whistled. 


"That would mean about two hundred people," he said. "Including David Lee Roth. You really think he would care 
to wipe your buddy out?" 


Johnny returned his dark look. Nikki kept smirking. 

"Yeah," he said. "I think it's funny. Now whip your gun out again and blow me away." 

"| need everyone from these three bands who was there," Johnny said wryly. "I figure you all were. Who else?" 
Robbie groaned. 

"Don't try to be an idiot, man," he said. "You really think we would remember?" 

"Mick wasn't here," Vince said. "So our crew's complete." 

"I think Chris was," Tommy looked at Blackie uncertainly. 

Blackie nodded. 

"Yeah. But he left before Nikki threw his temper tantrum." 

"Warren was here," Robbie said. "| think no-one else of us, but Warren was." 


‘Or maybe not," Nikki smirked again. "If you rely on our memory, Detective, it's going to take you so far.. so 


far... 


"What are you going to do now, dude?" Tommy grinned. "Do the questioning? Like in those old detective stories? 


Lead us one by one into a closed room and have little psychological talks?" 


Wow, he actually could read. Or there were more Agatha Christie movie adaptations around than Johnny knew. 
"Not necessarily.” 

"Why, just do that," Blackie said. "Use Nikki's room over there. That'll be fun" 

"You have an interesting idea of fun," Johnny smirked back at him. "But that's as good an idea as any else." 
KKK 

Alone. 

In the room. 

With that fucker. 

| don't want to even think of it 


| could run a mile. | could punch through a wall. | wish Old Nick would jump out of Hell and pull me right down 


to that lake of fire. 
| can't make it. 
| won't make it. 


Where's that damn gun? | could well use a bullet now. Put it right in my head. In that dumb, stupid, idiot head 
that just doesn't want to think when it's time to think. That has failed me so utterly. 


| bite my lip, feeling tears burning their way through my eyes. Oh no. If | break down crying now, in full view 
of that cop guy, he'll know at once, won't he? | look around desperately. 


And meet his eyes. 

His eyes are such a wonder, do you know that? They are magic. They can hold such a wild variety of emotion. 
Madness. Anger. Contempt. Lust. Cold appraisal. Or they can reflect nothing at all. Be two empty pools, and 
that's the scariest shit I've ever seen 

But right now there's love in these eyes. Love, care. Concern. A touch of worry. And request. 


And | prop myself up. Blink my uncried tears away. Put the smile back on. 


His eyes are asking me to be stronger. To be strong. For him. 


So | will. 


eR 


CHAPTER THREE 


Note: 7he Drummer Smile Concept was formulated by Kalverzig. Who should re-appear here and write more great 
fics 


As | have repeatedly warned, there's nothing in this part but talking. As | have mentioned before, | can't 
imagine a detective story without much talking. Sorry, Micky Spillain. Regards to you, Ms. Christie. 


"We'll turn the music on in the next room,” Nikki said. "| don't want to be sitting there in silence, thinking, ‘Oh- 
oh, my turn's cominglll', okay? We'll party. You're through with one guy, you let him go and tell him to send 
someone else in" 

"Better organized than LAPD itself," Johnny chuckled. 


Nikki gave him a cold stare. 


‘lm helping you out, because | want it to be over with as quickly as possible. Which probably won't be quickly 


enough anyway." 
"Don't blame me," Johnny shrugged. "Blame the one who shot Jerry Lauder." 


"| don't care about Jerry Lauder," Nikki spat. "I'll blame that little wannabe - what did you say his name was? 


Flannery? - because he didn't have the decency to die before ever opering his fucking mouth" 

Johnny didn't respond to this one. 

"You can start with me. Id rather be through with it and go score some pussy while the night is still on" 
Johnny shook his head no. 

"Better do it now if you got such an itch, Mr. Sixx. | want to talk to the.. kids first’ 

Nikki snorted. Then laughed. 

"Kids," he echoed. "Kids. Okay, which one do you prefer?" 

"Tommy," Jerry said 


"Well done?" Nikki specified "Medium? Rare?" 


Jerry rolled his eyes. 

"Now | know cops do eat bad kids for breakfast," Nikki mused opening the door. "Tommy! Get over here, dude." 
That must be the only door in the house that could shut properly. And even lock. There were two more doors 
opening into the living rooms, but they were nailed shut. A little TV in the corner. It was less messy then the 
rest of the apartment, and most of the garbage here was paper. Heaps and heaps of paper sheets, large and 

small, white, and yellow, and blue, lined and plain, but none of them blank. All covered with lines of handwriting, 
somehow symmetrical. Verses? There was also a bass in the corner. Gibson Thunderbird. Good stuff. 

"Your room, Nikki?" 

"If you call me Nikki, Ill call you Blakey.” 

Johnny smiled. "Whatever, Mr. Sixx. Your room?" 

"Yes. So don't shoot in here. It has a lot of drafts as it is." 

Johnny didn't have the chance to answer this acid remark, as Tommy poked his head in the doorway. 


"Me?" 


"Yes, Tom, you," Nikki said with a sigh. "Out of us all you're the one who always strikes people as a homicidal 
type, no?" 


Tommy looked at him and blinked: "Dude?." 
Nikki sighed again, patted him on the shoulder, walked out and shut the door. 


"Sit down somewhere, Tommy," Johnny said. A kid or not, that guy was so tall that if he remained standing 
over Johnny, he'd have to shout to make him hear anything. 


Tommy nodded and sat on the floor, dragging his feet to his chest. Johnny found it oddly moving. He tried to 
imagine him putting a muzzle to Jerry's head. It didn't look natural to him. 


But he didn't know a thing about him yet, did he? 
He settled more comfortably. The first time he ever led the questioning sitting Indian-style. 
"Your name." 


“Tommy Lee." 


"The real one." 


Tommy shifted on the floor. Probably deciding between telling him to fuck off (which would let him keep the 
wild-n-cool image) or answering the question (which would save him much trouble). Finally he settled on the 
latter and muttered: 

"Thomas Lee Bass. But I'm making Lee legal one of these days, so who cares.." 

"How old are you. Tommy?" 

A dirty look. 

"Nineteen" 

"You're in a band?" 

"Yeah. Motley." 

Johnny bit down a smile and took a guess: 

"A drummer?" 

Big, big surprised eyes. A wide teeth-flashing smile. 

"Fuck yeah, dude! How d'ya know? Man, how'd ya know?!" 

Wasn't that hard to figure, really. If Johnny had any doubts, this smile would have erased them right away. 
Somehow drummers always had this smile. This big, genuine, a good deal silly Wow-l'm-In-A-Band smile. 
Hollywood drummers especially. 


‘I've seen enough of you guys around,” Johnny winked at him. "Long in this business, man?" 


"Well," another grin. Awesome. "Not real business, you know? I've been drumming since three, dude, does that 


count?" 
"Okay, let's re-phrase it. Say, | hung out at the Strip a lot a couple of years ago. Where could | see you?" 
Tommy laughed. 

"In the audience," he said. "Ht hasn't been too long that I've been getting paid for doing this.” 


"How long have you been in this band you're in, then?" 


"Over a year. From the very beginning," Tommy grew suddenly serious. "Me and Nikki started this one. It's our 


baby." 

You and Nkki? Really? Johnny glanced at him with slight distrust. But the kid seemed to be sincere so far. 
"Okay, Tommy. Lets get to the worst part. Where exactly were you this Friday from 2 to 3 AM?" 
Tommy looked at him as if he had asked where the sun set last evening. 

"At the Rainbow," he said. "Rainbow Bar and Grill" 

"Who else was there with you?" 


Tommy shrugged. 


"My buddies. Vinnie, Nikki. Blackie and Chris, the WASP. guys. Ratt dudes - Robbie, Steph, maybe Warren.. 


maybe even Juan." 
"Whoa! Tommy, you know them all, | don't. Tell me the full names, please. 

Tommy frowned 

"You'd taketem down? What for?" 

Johnny sighed. 

"L simply ask them if they were there and saw you. Not that | don't believe you. It's just a part of my job’ 
Tommy shrugged again 


"Okay. Nikki Sixx. Vince Neil. Blackie Lawless - | think. Chris, | don't know Chris's last name. Ask Blackie. Robbin 
Crosby. Stephen Pearcy. Warren." Tommy snickered. "Warren DeMartini.’ 


Johnny looked up from his notes. 

"His real name?" 

Tommy laughed. 

"The fuck | know. The name he gave me, that's all." 


"You didn't go out, right, Tommy? And none of them did?" 


Tommy gave him a weird look. 


"How would | remember, man? No, | didn't go out, except maybe to take a leak.. | was partying, why would | look 


at them?" 


Johnny's headache made a short but impressive comeback. That was what he was going to get from everyone 
else, too. No sure alibi; yet, if dragged to court, every of them would swear to God they spent all night there, 
together, not getting up from their seats. Omerta - the law of silence. It wasn't peculiar to Italian mobsters 


only anymore 

"When did you leave?" 

"Oh, dude, the questions you ask. When does Rainbow close? Three at night? Three thirty?" 
"Okay, what did you do next?" 

"Came here. Partied on. Fucked a coupla chicks. Come on. Just another night" 


"You do it every night," Johnny drawled pensively. "Well, these two guys, Nikki and Blackie, they don't look like 
happy camper types to me. Not the ones who'd only party." 


Tommy smiled. 


"Ah, Sixx. Well, yeah, he's pretty dark at times. He will sit there on the floor while everyone around's raising 
hell, and write some shit. You see all the paper? But you're wrong. He soooo can party! Blackie.. this dude 


scares me at times. But he'll do chicks like you and me, man" Tommy grinned. "Everyone can party!" 
"Blackie scares you?" Johnny raised an eyebrow. 
Tommy shifted uncomfortably. 


"He's weird," he said. "He wouldn't drink with us at times, and if you saw the way he treats Chris, you'd know. | 
mean, he's okay - he's so much fun at times, Gosh, | love this dude. But.. | mean, he kicked Nikki out of his own 
band. Now, would you do it? | wouldn't dare. And he did. For drinking. And Nikki still talks to him. If | didn't know, 
I'd think Blackie's his big bro or something. The way Sixx listens to him. He's the only guy Sixx ever listens to. 
Except, maybe, Mick. But Mick's different." 


Johnny drew a little hierarchy scheme in his notebook. Writing "Tommy" at the bottom, "Nikki" in the middle 
and "Blackie" on top. That was interesting. He imagined Tommy standing behind Starwood and smoking nervously 
while Nikki blew the Flannery kid away. Then he imagined Nikki standing there, smoking nervously and blowing the 
kid away, while Blackie watched on with that lazily curious smile, one of the two "calm" cigarette butts 


smoldering in his fingers. 


Both of these could have happened. 
But it still didn't explain why whoever of them it was had been so damn cool about killing Jerry. 
"Dude? Something else you wanna know?" 

"Yeah, Tommy. Got a cigarette? Left my pack over there in the Troubadour: 


"Aww, sorry dude, none," Tommy gave an apologetic smile. "| usually just borrow some from Sixx, or whoever's 


around. Ask them." 
"Okay. Thanks then, that's all. When you're out, tell Steph to come here, okay?" 


"No problem, man" Tommy got up and stretched a little. So tall. So skinny. He didn't even look nineteen. He 
smiled at Johnny, and Johnny found himself smiling back 


"You know, dude," Tommy said, this smile still on his face, "I said back there you looked too cool for a cop. Well 


- you are too cool for a cop. Get yourself another fucking job, and then come over. We'd have some fun" 
"IIl give it a thought," Johnny promised, holding back his laughter. 


He almost felt bad about getting this kid off his guard. But he suppressed the feeling. He had learned to do it 


quite a long while ago. A lot of murderers were pretty sweet to talk to. Some of them, you could even Jove. 
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Finally, it's over. 

Well, for today, it's over. 

We're in his bed again. Its 5 o'clock in the morning, and what do you think the guy is doing? Fucking reading 
But | don't mind. It feels pretty nice. He's sitting, propped against a pillow, and I'm curled next to him, my head 
in his lap, and he runs his fingers through my hair absent-mindedly, and it's so easy to believe that 


everything is just normal. Just okay. Cloudless. 


I've done okay. I've done good. | would swear this guy doesn't have a clue now. I'm surprised | could do it. 


Honestly. Turned out I'm quite a good actor. 
Right? l'm right? 


| squirm, and he sighs and puts down his De Sade volume. 


"Don't," | say. "I'm alright. I'm just.” 

"Scared out of your mind” 

| sigh and close my eyes, letting his fingertips run all over my face. He knows everything, and | keep forgetting 
it. His fingers stop on my lips, so | kiss the tips. Hear another sigh. He gathers me in his arms and pulls me 


closer. 


"Just stop thinking about it. First, he didn't arrest you on the spot, so you've done good enough. Second, even if 
he finds out, it doesn't matter." 


| start and open my eyes. 

"What?! | misheard you or something?" 

He smiles. A smile to die for. 

"No. You heard just right. It doesn't matter. I'd really love it to go smoothly. I'll be happy if all goes as planned, 
he never finds out, or they take the wrong guy, or something. So that your name doesn't even pop up. But 
even if he outsmarts us - which he can do, | admit, | didn't expect them to send such a smart guy for this 
one - he'll never get you behind the bars. | swear. | promise." 

"How?" | search his face. Try to see behind that killer smile. 

"He may outsmart you. He may outsmart me. But | never heard of a man who could outsmart a gun" 


My eyes widen, | guess, because he laughs at me, laughs softly. It's not that derisive, hurting kind of laughter. 


"IF | have to kill him, I'll kill him. And believe me, no-one will ever get as close to you anymore. Okay? | wouldn't 


want to - so lets hope he stops in time." 


| smile back. He lets me go, and | settle my head in his lap again. He picks up his book. Tangles his hand in my 
hair. | feel blissful. | feel sleepy. | know I'll fall asleep in a couple of minutes. And | know that after a while he 
will close his book. Look at me and smile again. Maybe kiss me on the forehead. Then he will lift my head - 
gently, without waking me - and lay it on the pillow. And he'll hold me when he lies down himself. And that's 


the way l'll wake up: in his arms, warm and cozy. 
You have no idea how much knowing that is worth. 
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Johnny lay on the bed in his room and stared at the ceiling. It was already half past five, and the dawn was 
breaking outside the window, but Johnny had pulled the curtains together. He needed darkness. And a good 


sleep. 


Sleep wouldn't come easy, though. It never did. He would lie there for an hour, maybe, an hour and a half, 
waiting for it to claim him, and then would miss the moment he departed from reality anyways. To kill the 
time he would think of different things. Like leaving it all behind and starting all over somewhere at the 
Bahamas. Getting himself a little hut and living off fishing. At times he would think of Jerry and how he would 
just come up to him one day and say, "Hey, man, this whole thing was such a heap of bullshit - let's forget it 
and have a beer, what do you say?" At times he would even think of his first wife, Lena, and their unborn 
baby - she aborted it before anyone could guess if it would be male or female, but Johnny liked to think it 
would have been a girl. A litle princess with funny pigtails - blonde, like Lena - who would have messed up his 
papers and worn his T-shirts that would have been so long for her that she'd have tripped over them. 


Right now, for a change of pace, he was thinking about the shithole on Clark Street, that had made him feel a 
newfound love for his one-bedroom apartment, and about the people he talked with in that damned place. 
Pieces and fragments of those dialogs kept running though his head, and he made no attempt to sort them 
out, giving himself the time to process the information, assess it and let it sink in. 


Steph. Five feet and a half of well-shown cheekiness and well-disguised caution Such a sneaky little bastard. But 
at times he would give a smile that was so not like him - such a little smile, warm, a bit shy, and it left 
Johnny puzzled. Before seeing it, he had thought Steph ("Stephen Pearcy. Yes, it's legal. Want my driving 
license?") to be a regular Sunset Strip pussy chaser, the kind that only joined bands to have an opportunity to 
lay more girls and score more free beer. They always tried to come off as tough guys, too, but were too 
concerned about getting their pretty face disfigured, so they always calculated what fights to get in. Usually 
picking a fight where they will look good, but risk nothing. All for the girls. 


(4+ was actually girls they were talking about when Steph gave that surprise smile. 
"Where were you this Friday night?" 

Rainbow." 

"All night long? Never leaving?" 


"Well, ‘til three, | guess," Steph stretched, giving a sly grin ‘If | were to choose, Id live at that fucking place. Its pure 
Heaven, dude. You saw the chicks there?" 


Johnny nodded. Rainbow was always flooded with girls. Unlike guys, who had to be twenty-one to enter, girls could 
be just eighteen, and there were regiments of them, circling around the Rainbow bar - a mini-Coliseum, with either 
the richest or the coolest guys sitting in the central table rounds. All kinds of chicks. Johnny himself had met a 
TV-ads star there. It had been foo soon after his divorce, and their "thing" hadn't gone anywhere. 


‘And youre all about chicks, arent you, Steph?" 


And that's where that smile popped up. So shy, so quick, almost imperceptible. Johnny had been expecting a smile, 
but not like that! 


"Hey," Steph said softly, turning his eyes down. ‘Its a dirty job. but someone's gotta do it, man" He smiled again, 
and although this smile wasnt that shy, it wasnt sly either. Interesting 


‘Okay. Just for the sake of the procedure - who else was there to confirm your words?" 

"Vince," Steph said "Vince Neil, from Motley. Tommy Lee. Nikki Sixx, too," Steph frowned a little, saying Nkkis name, 
and Johnny noted to himself fo bring Nikki up later in the talk. There had to be reasons. "Blackie was there. Lawless 
isn't his real name, so if | were you | wouldnt write it down. Chris Holmes, that's Blackie's guitar dude. And guys 
from our band, too. Warren DeMartin - no, its spelt together.. and Robbie." 


And there it was again, that smile. This time it stayed on his face way longer. for a few seconds, maybe. Johnny 
felt disoriented Why?! 


‘Did you see anyone of them leave while you were partying there?" 
The sly smile was back 


‘Not that I recall," Steph said. ‘ld love to say, for example, that | saw Nkki sneak out with a big gun and come back 
red-handed.. but | hate to lie, dude. | didn't." 


Oh tell me more, little Rattster, Johnny thought, hiding a smirk. Tell me more about how you hate to lie. Like | 
don't see that it's your favorite hobby. You'd lie for a penny, you'd lie for free.. but you're just not sure it's 
safe to lie about Nikki, right? 

"You don't like him much, huh?" 

Steph frowned again. Shrugged. 


‘No. | don’t. Its not a reason to get him arrested or anything, is it?" 


‘No. Im just surprised. | thought you were all such good friends and all that, you know?" it was Johnny's tum to grin 
and he did so. Willingly 


Steph smirked 


‘lm friends with Vince," he said "Really close. Im okay with Tommy. And Nikki, well, he's not the worst company 


for a night of boozing and cruising either." 


"But not the best?" 


‘Listen, what do you want from me?" Steph sighed "No, not the best. He can fuck up good fun really easily. For 
example that shit you talked about - its not that | care about anybody's ears, the punk was being a real pain in 
the ass - but a kid yelling in the middle of the room just isnt my idea of a good evening, okay?" 


‘He does such stuff all the time?" Johnny nodded sympathetically, wondering if he was overacting a bit 

Steph just sighed again 

"Yeah. And he thinks that people who cant stand this kind of.. fun, such people are just useless, you know? And 
since he's Robbie's friend.. you know what | mean. And I don't like being badmouthed about to my best friend by 


some loser psycho." 


Johnny remained sient, looking Steph over. You're jealous, boy, he thought. Can you get really mad? Can you 
break down? Can you kill? 


"l don’t know why people listen to him," Steph pouted. Johnny held back a smile. "Even Blackie, even he started 


listening fo him." And then Steph all of a sudden sat straight. t was lke waking up. "But that doesn't matter. | don't 
think he killed your buddy. | think he spent the whole night there, at the Rainbow. Thats what | think." 


it was so suddenly reasonable. So.. calculated. Johnny stared at Steph - had he just seen the best little show ever? 
Tell the cop a little bad stuff, so that he has more trust in your words, pretend you didnt want fo let it out.. 
Quite a performance. Or was it? 


"L just don't lke him," Steph said, meeting his stare, unblinking. "For the simplest reason: he doesn't like me.” 


The warm smile. The cold calculations. These were two things Johnny hadn't expected from Steph. He wasn't as 


simple a thing as he seemed. 
And he smoked Pall Mall. Or at least that was what he had on him - an almost emptied pack of Pall Mall. 
Which just didn't mean a thing, really. 


Vince Neil, formerly Vince Neil Wharton, also had some Pall Malls. And some Camels. And yes, some Marlboro 
Superfilters. 


(The little blonde smirked when Johnny whistled on seeing all that variety stuck into one half-torn pack. 
"Yeah, so what's your cancer stick of choice, man?" he teased And smiled when Johnny smirked back and took a 
Marlboro. "See, | dont buy that stuff myself all that offen Because someone will always have a cig or two to 


share. These are the leftovers." 


‘Quite sensible," Johnny agreed, watching Vince close the pack carefully and shove it into his back pocket. 


Vince wasn't like Steph Or, he wasn't quite like Steph. Sure enough, he was cheeky. Sure enough, he was a pussy 
chaser. And Johnny didn’t doubt he was a pretty good lar, too. He would even give you that sly look every now 
and then fo complete the likeness. But somehow he seemed more real More genuine. Unlike Steph, there really was 


that reckless side to him that they all tried to show off. 


And he had a totally irresistible smile. A smile that made you smile back no matter what you were thinking An 
awfully charismatic litte guy. 


He had already confirmed being at the Rainbow that night. He had named all the names his buddies had named. He 
had shaken his head when Johnny had asked if he remembered anyone walk out during that party. Had bitten his lp 
and looked at Johnny almost apologetically. As if fo say, | know the game you play, dude, and you know | know, 
but sorry, | really can't help you. 


"So when did you get home?" Johnny lit the Marlboro. 


‘A little bit after three, | think. Umm, maybe half past three. | mean, dude, | don't really remember, but | think so, 


because three is when the Rainbow closes down." 

‘So what did you do then?" 

Johnny kept asking that question even though there was no real sense in if. The report from the lab was very 
straight about that: by three o'clock in the morning, Jerry had been deader than dead, and probably getting cold 
already. But Johnny had to make the talks a little longer. To try and get behind these guys' facade. 

Vince smiled A sunshine smile, really 

"Drank. Fucked. And." he suddenly burst out laughing. "Played twister!" 

"W-what?" Johnny coughed, the smoke coming out of his mouth in shredded litte puffs 

‘Hey, you okay?" Vince made a worried face, but there were sparkles of laughter in his dark hazel eyes. 

"Yeah," Johnny held back the coughing fit ready break out. "You just tell me more about that twister." 

Vince laughed again 

‘Just... twister. Tommy brought that twister mat from somewhere - when the dude's drunk, he drags the weirdest 
shit home, man. And so we played Were shitfaced just enough fo do if," he giggled "Me, and Steph, and Tommy.. 
and finally even Robbie. Robbie, man, this dude is huge. When he fell in the end, | dont know how he didn’t break me 


in half, | swear Im still limping." Another litte laugh All very good-natured 


‘Steph said you were really good friends." 


"Yeah. You know, we're singers. We have fo stand together. To flp off the other band guys," all these smiles. "They 
always think that just because you don't play an instrument, youre some inferior race. Heh, good thing the chicks 
think otherwise!" 

‘So that's why Steph doesn’t like Nikki?" Johnny raised his eyebrow. 

Vince's smile dulled a little. 


‘Nah. You just need to get used fo Sixx. | guess Steph just never had to deal with anything like that before. And Ive 
seen worse. Though at times, yes, the dude deserves the biggest punch in the teeth" 


‘Puts you down?" 
Vince shrugged, looking away, 


"You could say so. Or not. Its just him. | mean, he's oh so tough A street kid and all that. And everyone else is just 
a wussie. It does get tiresome. But he's not always hke that." 


‘And not with everyone, right?" 

Vince gave him a direct stare. Not smiling at all 

"I thought you were a cop. Not a psychoanalyst." 

"You see any way in which your answer would harm him?" 
The attempt at humor earned him another smirk 

"No, but then again, Im blonde." 

Johnny snickered. Waited. 


‘No, not with everyone. Robbie never gets that tm so tough shit. And Blackie. | guess that's because they're just as 
tough as him." Vince paused a little and added vindictively, "Or even tougher." 


"Tougher?" 

Vince's eyes sparkled laughingly once again 

"Well, in Robbie's case, thats just... bigger." Smile. '! think he and Sixx were in some street gang together some years 
ago. Maybe there was something | don't know about, maybe Robbie saved his life or stuff like that, or they're just 


such good friends. | mean, there's a lot of respect shown, and there has to be a reason for that, because.. Robbe's, 
tough, but he's." Vince searched for a word. ".. gentle. Not like Nkki Not like Blackie." 


"Blackie isn't gentle." 
Vince's smile died once again He shook his head slowly. 


"Not in the least. | dont know. He's smart. And he can be a lot of fun, too. But if | were Sixx, | wouldn't even talk 
to him. He kicked him out, you know?" 


"Tommy said something about it" 


‘Nikki formed this band, London Maybe three years ago. They were pretty big in Hollywood. Had that ex-Mott 
singer. And then some dude quit, so they took Blackie. And in two years Nkkis out of his own fucking band courtesy 


of Mr. Lawless - how cool is that?" 
"Not very cool” 

"No, man, that's fucking uncool! And now they drink together. And he orders Spex around" 
"You kidding” 


"Alright, not in such ferms. He doesn't order him around Lets put it like this: Blackie knows where Nikki's stop 
button is." 


"Pardon?!" 
Vince sighed 


‘Once Niki Sixx has set his mind on something, you can't stop him. No matter how dangerous, or crazy, or simply 
foolish the thing is, the only way to stop him is fo kill him. That is, if youre not Blackie fucking Lawless. Then you 
have a pretty good chance. Sixx listens to him. Always. He doesn’t always oblige, but he always listens. And yes, Im 
Jealous. Everyone is. Because no-one can do it. No-one else can find that stop button of his." 


Johnny looked into his notebook. The scheme had been modified a bit. Now there was "Robbie" placed on the same 
line as Nikki And "Steph" put under "Robbie". Johnny circled "Blackie" stil positioned at the top of the sheet and bit 
the pen He still didn't know where fo put "Vince". Under "Nikki" would be pretty logical, but he just wasn’t sure. He 
glanced at the blonde again, meeting the stare of these dark eyes. Not smiling Maybe under "Nikki", but definitely 
a little higher than "Tommy", Johnny thought. Maybe, a good deal higher. 


He looked up at Vince. Felt a bit embarrassed when he realized he had been silent for a while. And Vince had been 


watching him. 


Vince looked back and smiled again Such a perfect California smile. 


"Thinking?" 

"Yeah Thanks, Vince. Or do you prefer to be called Mr. Neil?" 
More laughter. 

"Don't you fucking dare. You mean I can go?" 

"That's just what | mean And tell Robbie to come in, please." 


"Sure." He rose from the floor. Paused. Looked at Johnny again There was no laughter this time. Neither on his lps 


nor in his eyes. "You know.. Im sorry about your friend | really am.) 
Johnny's eyes were closed now. He realized somewhat hazily that he was finally drifting off. But this last scene 
ran through his mind once again, and he managed to have one last thought about it. Vince sounded pretty 


sincere when he said that, he thought. / be damned if he wasnt sincere. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


Author's Notes: 
Guys, | was going to mark it as the most boring part so far. But then | discovered two things: a) there's a hint 
of a sex scene in there; b) all the clues are dropped right here. If you wanna know what the fic is about, you'll 


have to read this bullshit. And it's long.. Sorry. Writing it wasn't easy, so excuse some rough points. 


NOTE: HUGE and VERY SPECIAL THANKS to Claudia for taking her time and beta-ing this for me! If something 


doesn't read all that smoothly, that's because | neglected some of her advice. Blame me and only mel 


It was a nightmare that woke him up. 


Johnny flung his eyes open to find himself sitting in his bed, straight as a rod, tensed, breathing in fast shallow 
gasps and beaded with sweat. He brought his hand to his forehead to wipe the sweat that was beginning to 
leak into his eyes, and found out that the hand was shaking. He fell back onto the pillows heavily, trying to 
catch his breath. Trying to remember what had scared him that much. 


He couldn't. 


There had been Jerry in that dream. There had been Lena There had been Lieutenant. And someone else he 
knew, but he couldn't remember that person. It frustrated him, because he had that weird feeling that it was 
of crucial importance - figuring out who it was, putting his finger on it. But, as always, the more he kept 
searching his mind, the further away the answer seemed. 


Fuck that. 


He forced himself back up. Prepared to feel the familiar headache.. and was amazed when there came none. 


Then he remembered his booze-up was over. Then he remembered why. 

Jerry. 

"Shit," he croaked. "Shit" 

He got up from his bed, stepped up to the window and cautiously drew the curtains apart. The sun wasn't as 
bad as he was afraid it would be, but it still hurt his eyes. He turned away from it, and for a few seconds 


bright spots danced before his eyes. Then he managed to make out what the bedside clock said. 


Half past two. 


In the afternoon, of course. Johnny sighed and headed for the shower. He had to go out later in the day. He'd 
give anything on Earth not to, but.. 


Okay, he thought, letting the cool water wash away the remains of his nightmare, maybe not this way. Maybe 
there was the beginning of that tingling sensation taking over him. Something he always felt when he was on a 
hot trail. One of the reasons he picked this job - otherwise, being a cop wasn't really that fascinating. But when 
he was getting into the case, he invariably felt ths Felt a bit drunk. 


Feeling it because of Jerry's death was a bit uncomfortable. Even.. shameful 


He sighed. lust try to think of it as a job, Johnny, he told himself. Try fo realize, that if it wasn’t for that shit 
you could spend the whole day right here, drinking whatever youd buy on a short sneak-out for booze youd 
undertake later in the day, watching some stupid TV-show re-runs and being happy in your own unhappy way. 
instead, you'll have to get the fuck out and head right back to that garbage storehouse on Clark Street.. 


All of a sudden the water seemed too cold and Johnny shuddered. 

That was who he'd seen in his nightmare. Someone from that company. The snug little company, one of which.. 
Someone. 

He still couldn't remember, who exactly. 


Johnny hid his face in the towel. Blue eyes.. blue, awfully blue.. they had been in his dream, they came back now 
in a flashback, and he still couldn't figure who they belonged to. Nikki? Blackie? Fuck that, Mr. Robbin Crosby 
had blue eyes, too. 


What was about these eyes that scared him? Johnny tried again and remembered. They were scary because 
they were.. blank. Not a single sign of emotion in there. Two lakes of sky-blue that were too shallow and too 
deep at the same time. Sucking him in. Drowning.. 


Johnny shook his head and threw the towel across the bathroom. All he needed was a cup of strong black 


coffee. 


Curled up in an old screechy chair in the kitchen, he considered adding some liquor to it, and his mind voted 
against it. Johnny obliged, sipping the bitter dark liquid without any pleasure. He knew he needed it. He'd have to 
go back to that pigsty. Robbin had promised to get that guy with the long name there by four PM. Warren. 
Warren De Daiquiri or something. Where they took these names from, Johnny could never get. When he, in his 
time, went through a few pseudonyms of choice, they were way shorter. He had always thought that if he 
were to become a rock star, his name should be easy to remember. In his chase for short and memorable he 
had gone as far as Johnny Dick. That made him glad he hadn't become a rock star, after all. 


When he was getting dressed, the eyes came back. As a misty vision now, and he knew he wouldn't recognize 
them in the faces he was going to see. And he didn't like that. It was a warning. The way his subconscious 
always worked, processing information while his mind was asleep. And it wasn't good that he couldn't decipher 


the warning. That way, it was useless. 
Dangerous. 


Two words, lazily circling around his mind, must be the nightmare leftovers just as well. Two words, he tried 
to catch them and they slid right through his fingers. Until Johnny finally got pissed, grabbed a piece of paper 
- probably a piece of wrapping - and a pen, and the next time the words flew by, he shut his eyes and 
hurriedly wrote the words down. 


Then opened his eyes and looked at what he had written. 
Post-euphoric shock. 


Johnny stared at the words unbelievingly. Post-euphoric shock? What the hell was that supposed to mean? He 


had no idea. 


Wait. Actually, he might have an idea The term seemed familiar. As if he had seen it.. no, heard it. That 
puzzled him even more. The words were of the kind you'd more often see printed than hear in everyday 


conversations. 


Johnny checked out his notebook. His dictionary. His medicine encyclopedia. All to no avail. Fuck that, he thought. 
Get yourself together already, Blake. Mister De Whatever is waiting. 


Mister DeMartini - that was the actual name written in Johnny's notebook - most likely wasn't waiting, though. 
When Johnny found himself standing in front of the beat-up old door held closed with a piece of cardboard 
wedged underneath it, it was only three twenty in the afternoon, and the afternoon was lazy. No-one is awake 
in there, Johnny thought. Not after this night. Last night, as he was leaving, they were going to party on To 
compensate for the fun he had killed. 


He pushed the door. It opened with a screech, letting a few stray sunbeams paint circular spots on the 
trashed floor. Johnny considered putting the cardboard back in its place and decided not to. 


They weren't asleep. There was some fussing in the kitchen. There were also sounds coming from the living- 
room, and the sounds were pretty recognizable. Someone was having sex there. Johnny shook his head in 
distrust. You can’t fuck chicks twenty-four-seven, he thought. Even if you got nothing better to do. 

He walked in, put his palm on the living-room door. 


"Isn't it impolite to interrupt such an.. interaction?" 


The voice was soft. Calm. The phrase suave. Johnny turned his head. 


Dark brown eyes met his stare with friendly curiosity. Johnny hadn't seen this guy before. He was slim, if not 
skinny, and because of that seemed taller than he was. But even as he was, he stood over 6 feet, a good inch 
or two ahead of Johnny. Long auburn hair. A regular face. Straight nose, strong chin. The face that shone with 


mild, understanding intelligence. Not the kind of face Johnny could expect to see in such a place. 
"| don't have to be polite," Johnny shrugged with a faint smile. "I'm a cop.” 


"Ah." The guy returned the smile exactly as he had received it - hardly perceptible, that is. "But still, if | were 


you, | wouldnt.” 

Johnny smirked. 

"Thanks for the warning," he said, pushed the door and stepped in. 

And jumped back immediately, slammed the door and leaned against the wall, shocked and embarrassed out of 
his mind. Blushing. He didn't know why the sight had such an effect on him. Not that he hadn't seen anything 
like that before. He just hadn't expected to see what he saw. 

Couldn't have expected. 

No-one could fuck chicks twenty-four-seven. So they didn't. 

The one getting fucked there was Vince. 

Vince Neil, who was stretched out on the decimated leather couch on his stomach, butt-naked, gripping onto 
the elbow-rest as if it were his dear life. Vince, with his dazzling-blonde hair all tousled and sweaty in his face, 
those pouty lips stretched back over his snow-white California teeth in a grimace that could mean both 
pleasure and pain. Or both at once. Most likely both. Because the one taking advantage of that slim tan body 
was Nikki. Nikki Sixx, just as sweaty, just as tense, leaning over Vince with a completely animal sneer on his 
face. He didn't look a lover. He looked a threat. 

But Vince just didn't seem to mind. 

They were too absorbed in what they were doing to notice Johnny's short venture into their privacy. He sure 
hoped they hadn't. He also hoped that Tommy, who was sitting on the window sill, feet dangling, and watching 
the show half-interested while sipping on his rum and coke, hadn't noticed him either. Or at least hadn't 
managed to recognize him. 


The auburn-haired stranger gave a little laugh. 


"Don't say | didn't warn you, Detective," he teased. 


Johnny responded with a nod and a crooked smile. Okay, if there was something he needed to wake him up 


completely, that was it. He gave the guy a closer look 

"You seem to know me," he noted. "And | have no clue who you are. Or.. are you that DeMartini guy?" 
Another slight smile. 

"Well, thats my name. Warren DeMartini, yes. You wanted to talk?" 

"Yeah." 

"Torch!" Robbie's voice came from the kitchen "You died there?" 

"Nah," Warren smiled again. "We have a guest, King. Coming." 

Johnny followed him to the kitchen, recalling what Robbie had said about his absentee bandmate. 

(Torch, he's not quite lke the rest of us," Robbie said, resting his chin on his fist and his elbow on his knee. It was 
weird to see hm in this position When he was standing, he was huge. When he crouched like this, he all of a sudden 
turned... normal 

Johnny had realized by now, that Robbie wasnt a gym freak or anything Ike that. The guy was just naturally big 
Probably taking after someone in his family. 66 tall, broad shoulders, strong arms. Torso and legs to match. Blonde 
hair framing his face gave him a strangely nordic look, despite the deep LA. tan covering his skin Blue eyes, wide 


Jaw. 


And an unexpectedly peaceful smile on these sculpted lps. Just like so many other big guys, Robin was as gentle as 
they come. Vince was right. 


Vince had also called him "King" when inviting him in. ‘ls it because of your name, Crosby?" Johnny had asked then, 
and Robbie had smiled and answered, "No. It's my Title." 


"Torch is different. He won't do girls. He will drink, but not to the point where he's out of his mind and acting like a 
pig. He's, you know, that guy who drives everyone home when the party is done." 


| fake if, he's the one who will remember the details you guys couldnt" 
‘Most likely." 
"Will he tell me, then?" 


Robbie shrugged 


"Have no idea He just might." 
Johnny sighed. 


‘Don't think | don't understand the way you guys play me," he said. '! sure do. And don't think | dont relate to that. 
| know, maybe better than some of you, that giving your friend away feels like shit and is worse - at times - than 
those few years in jail they stick you with for false testimony. But it just seems to me you don't realize how 


serious things are." 


Robbie looked him directly in the eyes Maybe he wasn't all that gentle after all. Steel gleamed through the sky 
blue of these eyes, just for a second, but it was enough Johnny saw the core. The core, wrapped in softness, was 


adamantium. 


"l know a cop was killed," Robbie said. "I know you took it personally. | also know stuff like that happens everyday. 
No, | don’t think | disregard the seriousness of that. | just don't think | can help you You better think again. Who 
knows, maybe that little poser, Flannery, just wanted to take his revenge on us. Sixx hurt him real bad back then, 
no shit. Maybe, he just wanted fo hit back. And the guy who had done it saw him at your precinct and thought he 


knew the deal Im not saying it was this way. Im not swearing anything to you. But why don't you just think again?" 


Johnny didnt mistake this offer for another lazy speculation for a second No, it was what it was. Robbie was 
offering him the easier way out. The straighter path. The lesser struggle. That meant no more trying to bust an 
unbustable alibi No more trying to get fo the inside of the world that wasn't eager to let anyone n That meant 
that he could take the usual police route, find some drug dealer and fake it out on him. Maybe shoot him when he 
would try to escape. Even if he wouldn't be trying And then he could forget about it and live on 


Johnny couldn't accept this offer, of course. But it didn't make the offer less meaningful. He looked back in Robbie's 
baby blue eyes and thought for the first time that this little rocker communion just wasnt common. He had seen a 
lot of such, he had been in a lot of such, and he knew the ropes. The guys in such crews usually played tough, and 
fo a certain extent, they were tough They could fight with cops or each other. They could ravage some bar to 
pieces. They could break themselves fo parts racing bikes along the roots of LA. But there was a fine line they 
wouldnt cross, and if they crossed it, they were doomed There were accidents lke killing your girlfriend in a fit of 
drunken rage, or not stopping the joke in time and breaking some guy's spine, and the guys these accidents happened 


fo were cast out and ended up in jail 


This crew was not like them. Behind the similar ever-partying facade, they were wilder. Less restrained More 
reckless. And smarter. Every single one of them, even that kid, Tommy, wasn't quite what he seemed And they 
were tighter, too. There was some connection that intertwined them, and Johnny couldn't grasp it. He could only 
feel. And he didn't like the feeling 


"HI think of it," he lied to Robbie. "When can I see your unusual friend?") 


The kitchen was yet another revelation for Johnny. A question arose in his mind: how could such a small place 


hold so much different shit? He chased the question away. It was pointless. Yeah, before entering that kitchen 


he had thought he had seen it all, so what? You live to learn, they say. Johnny turned away from a family of 
cockroaches feasting off a lonely plate festering in the sink and faced the company sitting around the small 
kitchen table. 

Blackie, sipping on a bottle of Lowenbrau. Robbie, lazily scanning a piece of paper that appeared to be a page 
torn out of some porn mag. Between them, there sat a big tall crossover between a Viking and a gorilla gulping 
down whisky from a tea cup. A really weird sight. 

"Oh, officer," Blackie held up his bottle in a greeting. 

"Detective, Mr. Lawless." 

"Yeah, right." Neither sunlight nor hangover changed the lazy curiosity hazily shimmering in these eyes. Johnny 
stared into these eyes long enough to make Blackie arch his eyebrow, but it didn't help - he couldn't tell if 
these were the eyes he needed. Too bad. 

"Hello," Robbie looked up from the ripped page. Printed on the page was a female body spread in a suggestive 
pose. Some unfortunate tug had torn the top of the page right off. The lady had been beheaded. Robbie didn't 
seem to care. "You're early." 

"So are you." 

"Yeah, luckily.” He looked at Warren standing beside Johnny. "You already gave your testimony, Torch?" 
Warren smiled quietly. 

"We got distracted. Gay porn is on in the living room." 

Blackie chuckled. 

"Still? Damn, that Sixx is showing a decent time, | must say." 

"Where can we have a quiet little talk?" Johnny inquired. It sounded like a hint. He meant it like that. 

Blackie took the hint. 

‘Chris.. By the way, officer, umm, Detective, this is Chris Holmes. Chris, say hi." 

Chris looked up. Johnny practically saw the "Liquor Overload’ sign in his eyes. 


"Hi," he said. 


"And now go buy us some beer. We don't even have a can of beer to offer our guest, a shame." 


"Blaaaaaackie," Chris whined. Johnny glanced at him, surprised. It so didn't fit his looks. 
"Go buy some beer," Blackie repeated. "Quick" 


Chris got up, made his way to the corridor - heavy steps, uneven trot. Johnny pressed into the wall when he 
walked past him - just in case. It would be one hell of an effort to get out from under this load if he fell. 


lll buy some cigarettes," Robbie sighed. "Or whatever. Look out, Torch. Our little cop friend is not just as 
much of a friend as he might want you to think" 


"Thank you," Johnny smirked. 


"And I'll go watch the show," Blackie winked and Johnny felt he was blushing again. What the fuck. Stop that, he 
told himself. Stop that immediately 


Warren gave another quiet smile. Johnny called such smiles "limitedly friendly". 

"Never mind them, Detective. You wanted to talk I'll have to go in two hours, so we'd better." 
All the same shit. Over and over. Once again 

"Your name, please." 

"Warren DeMartini." 

"Your real one." 

The stare was just as quiet. 

‘It is my real one. The same as my father's. And all of my brothers’. | don't think I'd ever change it" 
Johnny felt even more stupid. And the sun in the window still made him feel uncomfortable. 
"Sorry! 

"That's okay. Take it down. Warren Justin DeMartini." 

"From Ratt" 

"Yeah." 


"What do you play then?" 


"Why would you need it?" 
"Just out of curiosity.” 


"I see." Still friendly. "| guess you just noticed that people of certain mentality pick certain instruments, right? 
Well, that's guitar for me." 


Am | so fucking transparent? Johnny thought gloomily. So fucking transparent that you see me right through, 


Warren Justin? 


"Okay, Mr. DeMartini. I'd like to hear what you remember of this Friday night. Particularly 2 to 3 am. The word 


is out, if anyone remembers that, that's going to be you." 
Warren laughed. Softly. 


‘lm just that boring, aren't |? But there isn't really much to remember. Just a party. | drank a little less than 
the rest, and then they went here, to the Motley House, and | went home. | had some shit to do the next 


afternoon. You probably want me to tell you who was there? Well.” 


Johnny listened to the list of names he had already taken down. Ticked them off just for the record. Learned 
once again that as far as Warren remembered no-one had walked out of the party, except maybe this 


someone had been out and back in those ten minutes that Warren used the restroom for. 
Thrilling. 

"You don't look happy, Detective. Want some coffee? I'm going to have a cup." 

"No, thanks.. Warren. Let me be frank with you." 

Warren raised an eyebrow. 


"You seem a pretty reasonable guy to me. So I'm not going to play games with you like | did with all the rest. 


What | need now is you honest opinion on everyone you have just named. Just that. Nothing else." 
Warren stopped smiling. And he was just a little less friendly now. Just a bit. 


"Detective Blake. You are playing games with me. And that makes me think you don't consider me just as smart 
as you say. But I'm not offended. | just want to be frank with you in return. | don't like murders. | don't like it 
when people kill each other. But that happens. So | don't like that your friend was killed. Regardless of his being 
a cop. But I'm not going to help you find the killer. Because you say that it's one of my friends. And | might not 
like them, but you don't really choose your friends. | can give you information | can tell you what you want. 


But it's not going to help you in the least. I'll see to it. And I'll be really careful." 


"You know who it is," Johnny said slowly. "You, fucker, know who it is!” 

‘Calm down" Perfectly quiet. And disapproving. All that time Warren's hands kept moving, measuring out the 
necessary amount of coffee, pouring water into a cup - just so much of it that the cup was two thirds full. 
Cold, unnerving security. "And whatever you're thinking about, drop it. | didn't say | know it. But even if | know 
something, you're not going to beat it out of me." 

Johnny kept back a groan. The itch to find out if he could or could not beat it out of him was almost 
unbearable. The whole situation was unbearable: the answer was right here, right at his fingertips, and he 
couldn't grab it, couldn't get to it. The understanding of it made him want to scream. 

He was so dangerously close to fucking the whole thing up. 

Johnny drew a deep sigh. 

"Drop that hero shit, Warren Tell me what you think about Nikki." 

And there he was again, the friendly and mild Warren who was of so much contrast with this place. 

"Why did | have a feeling you'd ask me about him first?" he said. 

("Why did | have a feeling youd let me in here last?" 

Nikki didn't pretend to be friendly. It would indeed look unnatural. He was also none too keen on making Johnny lke 
him. He didn't even sit on the floor - everyone else had taken that position in a probably subconscious attempt to 
be on one and the same level. Nkki didn’t give a shit for levels. He sat on the bed, glaring down at Johnny. Johmy 
gave a mental shrug Whatever makes you feel easier, pal, he thought. 

‘Probably youre clairvoyant. If you have such.. feelings often enough" 

"Whatever you just called me, right back at you," Nikki sneered lazily. Johnny smirked. 

"l know your name, | think. Nikki Sixx, double K, double X | take it, its legal?" 

‘Search me and find my driver's license." 

Easy, easy. | dont want to end up nailed to the table. Who knows what body part you'd pick this time." 


The dazzling, Frank Sinatra-like smile that Nikki threw at him was unexpected to say the least. 


‘I can fell you, if youre interested There are only so many body parts you can run a nail through" 


Johnny chuckled. 
‘Later. Right now Im way more interested in what you were doing this Friday night." 
"Why, killing that friend of yours. You know that, why ask?" 


Johnny looked at him for a good half a minute. Trying to make the stare as heavy as he could Ht didn’t take much 
effort. 


"l wonder," he drawled "I wonder why you think its a good idea fo joke with me like this" 


Nikki didn’t squirm. He looked back, and Johnny remembered him in the squad room. All bloody, all beat up, and yet 
giving them the same glare. Having the balls to snap back at Jerry. 


‘Because | saw the fuckers photos in the papers," Nikki explained with calmness that was a little spooky. '! don't 


forget faces. Hs, particularly, Hl remember to the day | die. | don't feel sorry for him. And | dont give a fuck about 
you. | didn’t kill him, but if | meet the guy who did, the beers on me." 


Johnny could see what Steph meant. You indeed needed to get used to the guy. But he also could see why people 
would bother and take time to get used to him. Through all this spunk, all this tuck-off attitude, all this pose of 
intolerant ignorance, there shone.. something. Some morbid, twisted sincerity. Some weird kind of personal attraction 
İt wasn't ignorance that kicked off the attitude. It was too much bitter knowledge. And while Johnny would sure like 
fo give him a good whacking, he felt he was beginning to like him. And it scared him a bit 

Ht scared him that he could relate. 


‘Lets pretend you said you were at the Rainbow with everyone else. There's no use asking you if you saw someone 
walk out, is there?" 


"l wont even have to lie. | didn’t see anyone walk out. Besides, | wasnt looking" 
Johnny sighed 


‘Stephen almost gave me a testimony on you, but then thought better. What do you do to them guys to make 


them so silent?" 
The corner of Nkkis mouth twitched Crawled up uncertanly 
"That was a joke?" 

‘Kind of" 


Nikki gave him a half-smile, fished in his pockets and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. 


"Want some?" 
"I guess if | pass on this offer, you'll never repeat it" 
And these were Marlboro Superfilters. Of course. 


"Stephen," Nikki said, the cigarette twitching between his teeth, 'is a little whore. That's all he's good for. He knows | 
know it, and of course he doesn't lke it. | almost took him in my band at one point, though, because the chicks love 
him. He didn't even turn me down, he shrank from the offer. I guess its a good thing Id feel a total jackass if | 
stole King's vocalist, anyway." 


"That was before you hired Vince?" 
Another half-smile 

"Actually," Nikki srickered, "Actually it was about half a year after." 
"Yeah? And Vince didn't mnd?" 


"Vince.. misbehaved" Was the stare of these blue eyes really that drunk? Johnny wouldnt bet on it now. "Me and 


him, we have a better understanding between us now." 


‘He seemed quite a litte charmer to me," Johnny reflected pensively. '! wonder what he could have done to piss 
you off so badly." 


‘Misbehaved, that's all Little charmer." Nikki smirked. ‘Little charmer. Maybe. Maybe | was too hard on him. He 
was the last to join the band, and we almost dragged him in on a chain. | guess | could be a little biased" 


Misbehaved' was such a nice litte term. Told a lot about the person who used it A control freak, Johnny thought, 
a control freak who'd never stand being subordinated, no matter to whom. To another person, to the rules, to 
the law.. how come you let Blackie find your stop button, Nikki? Why do you let him keep you from 


misbehaving? 


‘Just one little thing," Nkki said with a frown. "Are we going fo talk about your dead buddy or my living 
bandmates?") 


"Nikki is hard to deal with," said Warren, "But | respect him. | don't really like him, but | respect him. He doesn't 
have much, but what he has, he built himself. He's a fighter type, and he has been fighting the world for all 
the time I've known him. He probably has been fighting the world all his life, now that | think of it. | don't 


relate. But it sure takes courage." 


"He looks pretty dangerous. | have been thinking if, maybe, that's a pose." 


Warren snickered. 

"Who of us men isn't dangerous?" 

"Stephen?" Johnny offered. 

Warren laughed. 

"Nice shot. He doesn't seem anything serious, does he? He has his ways. That's all | can say. Then again, he has 
good friends and sure knows how to make them and.. " Warren hesitated. "How to use it. It isn't necessarily 
bad." 

"You mean Robbie?" 

‘| mean us all. But yeah, Robbie.. " Warren bit on his lower lip and his eyes sparkled mischievousness that took 
Johnny aback. "You're right, Robbie is his best gain so far. King is about the most peaceful guy on the whole 
West Coast, but you'd better not step on his toes. Stephen sure knows it" 

This time the smile was mysterious. As ambiguous as the words. Johnny didn't specify what Warren meant 
exactly because he was sure the guy expected that. Maybe he was wrong. Warren was sipping on his coffee 
and didn't really seem to care. 

"Who's left there? Tommy.. | think you see the deal yourself. He's a kid, and we love him. He breaks things at 
times, but never out of spite, honestly. He probably lacks control, but its okay as long as someone who has it 
watches over him. | wouldn't worry for him while Nikki's around. Blackie?" Warren shrugged. "He's a monster.” 
"| like the way you said it," Johnny praised with a tint of irony. "So.. everyday-ish." 

"He just is. He doesn't even care for the people he works with. He's very, very smart.. so smart that at times 
it makes him stupid. He likes to command people and events, and pretty often he succeeds. He never thinks if 
it's gonna hurt someone. He helps people when it serves his purpose or gives him a chance to show off" 

The funniest thing - Warren's voice wasn't anything but warm. If someone were listening from the side, too 
far to make out the words, having to judge by the intonation, that someone would only guess that Warren was 
talking about someone close to him. Someone he liked. Someone he was fond of. 

"So why do you even say hi to him?" 

Warren's smile was calm as ever. 


"Gee, Detective, this world is the strangest little place. Here, even people like this have friends." 


Johnny smiled back. 


"We have one person left. And that's Vince." 
‘Oh Vince." The smiled changed. It was warm. A little sad. “This kid surprised you, didn't he, Detective Blake?" 
"He did," Johnny admitted. "I thought he was so much into girls." 


"Oh you think he isn't? Then he's going to surprise you again. Which is your own doing, because Vinnie isn't 
exactly full of surprises. I'd say he's pretty typical, but.. don't you feel it, Detective? He's your usual 
egotistical, lazy, good-for-nothing little beach bum.. but you can't but like him. Which makes him special. Unlike 
most egotistical lazy good-for-nothing beach bums." 


"Is it the only thing that makes him special?" 


"Ah, so you noticed. Yeah, he's tougher than that. | think if he were to choose, he wouldn't be. Its a part oh 
his background. Being the only white kid in Compton isn't exactly a happy childhood factor.” 


"And you said he wasn't full of surprises!" Johnny wrote down "Vince --- Compton', then opened his scheme 
and put his name between Nikki and Tommy. Above Tommy. Under Nikki. After all, it did seem that Vince spent 
quite a bit of his time right under that guy. 


"He isn't - as long as his reactions go. He's pretty predictable. When Nikki tried to lure him into his band first, | 
knew he'd turn him down. And then, when they tried it for the second time, | knew he was going to come 
running. And even when he was fighting with Nikki - which was his favorite pastime all through the last year, 
- | knew they would end up between the sheets. You have to feel the dynamics. The whole reason behind the 
fighting was to attract attention. Vince was the last to join in, and he wouldn't have been himself if he hadn't 
tried to find out just how far he could push everybody's patience." 


"You could win a fortune doing bets, then," Johnny sighed. "Because | couldn't even imagine them. Vince and 


Nikki... y'know...” 

"You don't give your imagination the freedom it needs," Warren chuckled. "Why, it's such a common thing. Glam 
was bisexual in the seventies. We here are trying to give glam a second start.. it's only natural. You're gonna 
see more of such stuff around if you start looking." 

"Yeah?" Johnny glanced at him. "What about you?" 

And all of a sudden Warren became serious, shy and even a little solemn 


"Nothing about me, Detective. | don't indulge in this lifestyle much. See, | have a girlfriend" 


Johnny stared at him. And stared and stared and stared, and even made Warren blush under his stare a little. 


He couldn't but stare. Because here, in the slimiest kitchen he had ever seen, in front of a roach-inhabited 


sink, on a dirty, half broken kitchen chair, sat the ultimate good guy. Who disapproved of murders, didn't 
betray his friends to anybody and kept himself clean because he had a girlfriend. And was absolutely sincere 


about all the above-mentioned things. 


"Don't stare at me, Detective," Warren said softly. "I think our conversation is over. | already broke my word. | 


told you just a little bit too much. | said just enough for you to find the one you need." 


Chapter 5 
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| must be the only one who feels this way around him. 


Who feels protected. 


The street is dark. Dark, and gloomy, and a bit surreal, and definitely not safe. | love my bit of night life. Only | 
have different ideas of it. Clubs, friends, noise, music - and above all, lights, bright neon lights, or dim electric 
lights, or flickering stage lights - this is life. This street is death. 

The street is danger. 

Sunset Strip is the kingdom of light and fun, but once you step off it, you're in a tangle of side streets, weird 
little back alleys, sloping and winding, running into each other and forking apart again, and they are dark And 
lonely. They are so deceivingly unpopulated A deadly illusion, indeed. 

| don't feel at home here, not at all. 

But | don't feel fear, either. 

Because l'm protected. 

l'm with him. 

He sure does feel at home, fuck, he probably is at home. As if he had been born here. At times | wonder if - 
maybe - he had If his mother had been going home from some late-night party when the cramps hit all of a 


sudden, so she crawled into the darkest pit of the darkest alley and let him out of herself and into the night 
world, and that was the first thing he saw, so he called it home. He's the best guide one can have to the real 


night city. 
But | still wish we had taken the longer, better illuminated route. 
"You don't have to." 


"Wha?.." 


"You don't have to be scared. Who'd you think is out in the streets that's scarier than we are?" 
"Yeah, sure. Only they might not know it, And | want to sleep. Drank a bit too much, | think" 

"Just a little chicken, that's what you are." 

"Up to now you didn't mind some chickenburger every now and then" 

He laughs. 

"You're right. You're good the way you are. Just stop shaking, You're going to bring trouble our way: 
As if these words are going to make me feel better. Thanks, man 


"The matter of attitude, you see. If you truly believe you're invincible, nothing will ever happen to you. | tell 


you - the wind blows wherever the man orders, if the man believes in himself." 


I've known quite a few guys who thought they were invincible right until they were pitched out of life. But | 
don't tell him that. If I've seen it, he's seen it. If he still believes it, there must be reasons. 


"Whatever. | just don't like this place. | almost imagine footfalls behind us, you know, in the best horror flick 
fashion" 


He snickers, obviously amused. 

"So you don't hear them? Poor little chickenburger.. we'll need to develop your hearing.’ 

| stumble and momentarily freeze, but his hand circles my wrist and pulls me along. 

"Hush, you silly thing. The moment they realize we see them, they're gonna pounce. | want it to be as close to 
home as possible. Maybe they won't even understand we live nearby. Maybe we'll be home before they know 
it" 


| speed up a little. I'm still a bit startled. And puzzled. Never seen him backing out of a good fight before. This 


motherfucker sure likes to dish out some pain. 


"I get tired too, you now," he says, as though he heard my thoughts. "And the time is wrong. Right now we 


could use a little quiet. The copling, remember? He's smart. More bodies, more clues." 


What | really do envy is his unwavering faith that it will be their bodies listed as clues. Not ours He never 
doubts. | wish | didn't either. 


We walk into a small pool of light under a dim lantern and cross it. And when we're about to step out of it, | 


hear them, too. 

"Hey you over there. Lend me a cigarette?" 

So we didn't make it home before they knew it. For a moment | have that weakening feeling - it won't end well, I 
know it, | knew it, trouble, trouble, trouble.. He sighs beside me, not bothering to turn around and look at them. 
Its a short, little sigh, a kind of sigh a worker might give off when at the end of the workday he's suddenly 
told that he'll have to work overtime tonight. A tired sigh. 

And then he smiles. 

And the smile wipes every bad premonition out of my mind, and | know - at once, immediately - that he's 
right. The weight of it is off my mind so suddenly that | instantly feel high. Almost hyper. It is bad that some 
punks decided to corner us in a dark street at night. Very bad. 

For them. 


Because we are about to have fun. | know it. When he smiles like that, we always have fun. Even if some kinds 


of fun are fast-tiring. 

"| don't lend," he replies lazily and turns around, hiding the smile away. | turn with him. 

Five of them, and God, they are young It's not like I'm a couple of hundred years old myself, but | at least 
have been buying my beer without breaking any law for some time. | doubt any of these guys will be able to 
do the same until a couple of years have passed by. | be damned if the oldest of them is over eighteen 
Kids, he calls them. Kids. As in, children 

Children with switchblades. 

"Oh you don't? Hmm.. then just give it away!" 

Laughter. The night is dark, the light is faltering, and they can't see his eyes. 

"| don't give." 

"Greedy little bastard you arel" Their talker is smiling, too. He probably thinks it's an unpleasant smile. Maybe 
even evil. | hide in his shade, trying to subdue a sudden fit of hysterical giggles. Giggling would be most 


untimely now. Really. 


il only sell." 


Now they are puzzled. Because this isn't what any of us is supposed to say. People cornered by a gang in the 
dead of the night just don't say such things. 


"Yeah?" The talker isn't smiling any more. "Now, that's a surprise! What do you charge for a lousy cigarette, | 


wonder?" 


The smile, it's there, on his lips, but just for a moment. For a tiny moment, before he tilts his head to the left 
and asks with genuine interest, "Well, what can you offer?" 


The kids grow restless. The situation is too clearly out of control. They wanted to rob a couple of drunken rock 
fans stumbling back home after a bar tour. They didn't count on running into such an obvious psycho. 


But they can't back down now. Of course not. And the talker sneers, and he even manages to make his sneer 


almost convincing. 

"How about | pay you with this?" 

The knife, sparkling weakly in the hazy shimmering of the winking street lamp, isn't bad. A good, quality work 
switchblade. Long. Five inches, maybe a little more. But even | can see that his hold on it is wrong. Fuck, this 
isn't even funny. They don't look hungry. Why are they trying to do street business when they are so clearly 
inept at it? Is it their idea of fun? 

Idiots. 

He sighs again 

"Not enough." 


The talker growls. Yeah, no-one likes it when you can't understand shit about what's going on 


"Then | guess we'll have to just take it, smartass. And your jackets, too. And whatever it is in your ear. And 


whatever we can find on you. How about that?" 


And then he shudders, and he gurgles, and he sways on his feet, his own switchblade buried in his throat, and 
in his eyes there's nothing but limitless, infinite surprise - he can't understand why all of a sudden he is not 
ten steps away but right here beside him, why he is grabbing him by the hair, why he is already pulling the 
blade back out, and pushing his prone body away, and turning around to deal with his crories.. and then he dies, 


still not knowing the answer. And the answer is so simple. 
Because attack is the best defense. 


For a second everything stops. Time stands still. The second is important. In that second, the rest of the gang 


can decide that now that their leader is dead the best thing to do is to flee, and to hell with it all. And then 


we'll let them go - he'll let them go because he's tired and we don't need more bodies, and so they could luck 


out. 
They don't. 


When | see street fights in a movie | always feel weird. Well, except for when everything is shown in slow 
motion - that way | can't tell what the original speed was and it feels more or less right. Because real street 
fights are not just fast - they're momentary. If you so much as blink an eye in Hollywood, you can miss a 
good solid street fight altogether. No-one thinks during street fights, it's a job for your body, not for your 
brain. If everyone went about it like they do in those movies.. with that speed, | could see what the other guy 
is going to do right away long before he actually hits, and he could see the same about me, and what kind of 
fight would it be? Its impossible. 


The fight is almost over in a few seconds. Almost, because when | finish off the kid who decided | was the 
easier option - and who almost did me a favor and slit his own wrist when he opened his switchblade the 
wrong way - he is still fooling around with the last of them. ls he playing? Now that's a fine time for this! | 
bend down to wipe my hands on my enemy's t-shirt - | don't mind a good fight, but | never liked the feel of 
blood on my hands - and then straighten up, pushing my hair out of my eyes, trying to see better. 


And | see it alright. |, once in a blue moon, see something he doesn't. | see that while he's busy toying with the 
last standing punk - the one who, for a difference, knows how to hold a knife properly - another one moves on 
the ground. That other one props himself up on one arm. That other one has a knife in his hand, and he aims, 
and | see that he won't miss. How can it be? He's half alive, he's all shaky, but he aims right, he aims 
faultlessly, and | see that the knife will go in where he wants it to. 


Right between his shoulder blades. 


There's less than a second left, and | won't make it in time, even if | leap towards him, even if | try to stop 
him - | won't. Less than a second, and my head explodes with a thousand panicky thoughts, a thousand feelings, 
a thousand silent screams, a thousand pictures yet unseen. A picture where that knife sticks out of his back, 
and he arches, his arms falling apart, his muscles convulsing, his hair waving as he stumbles and falls 
backward.. a picture where he doesn't fall backward, but sways and turns around, and his eyes are dark from 
pain, and there's blood trickling down from the corner of his mouth.. a picture where he turns around and 


looks at me. And looks, and looks, and looks.. 

Less than a second. 

The hand with the knife goes up. 

And | forget myself in despair.. and then | remember. 


It takes me less than a second to pull out the gun from under my jacket. And | shoot - almost without aiming, 


point-blank, screaming.. but | don't miss either. 


| have no right to miss. 

| catch him in the shoulder. Not my best shot, but he drops the knife, and that's all that matters, because it 
gives me time, and l'm already there, and fuck, fuck, fuck, I'll kill this bastard right now, make a hole right 
between his motherfucking eyes, l.. 

"Wait." 


His hand on my shoulder. Gentle, but firm. So he's through with his toy. Finally. | breathe too fast, too shallow. 


| am.. 

~. scared? 

| thought | was scared before? | didn't know shit about scared. 

You can't be that scared, unless you fear for somebody you love. 

"Thank you." 

His breath in my hair. 

"Thank you. Now, give me the gun. Come on. Let go of it. Give me the gun, kid” 

| obey. | force my fingers to unclench and let him pull the gun out of my hand. The guy on the ground is 
wailing, clutching his shoulder. The back of his head is covered in blood. Did he think he had killed him? Then the 
idiot shouldn't have moved. 

He squats in front of him and picks up the knife. 


"Was this thing for me?" 


His voice is playful, almost flirty, and | tremble, and the guy breaks off mid-wail, his breath caught up in his 
throat. 


And then - | can't believe it - he talks. 
He talks! 
"| know who you are." 


"Oh yeah?" 


"You're Gladiators," his voice cracks. "You're fucking Gladiators! Oh fuck.." 
Are we some kind of city legend now? 
"We are Gladiators," he says and there's no emotion in his voice at all. "We are Gladiators. And you are dead" 


And a moment later he makes it a truth. 


Seven in the morning Johnny squinted and suppressed the urge to cover his eyes with his hand against the 
pale, lifeless light of neon lamps. Seven in the morning is no fucking time to be in a fucking morgue. Even if it is 


called a police medical lab. IF you got a dead body there, thats a morgue, for all I care. 


The dead body, spread on the table under the merciless medical lamps, was about eighteen years old. A kid, tall 
and strong, with a crude-looking crew-cut and muscled arms, but a kid nevertheless. His throat had been slit 
ear to ear, and as banal as the comparison was, it did look like a smile. Spookily so. The kid was smiling with the 


wound in his throat, but his face, even though relaxed a little in death, was still twisted into a painful, teeth- 
baring grimace of horror. The back of his head was smashed and dark with clotted blood. 


ust what you want to see at that time of day after hardly an hour of sleep, baby. 
That bloody smile, though, wasn't the reason Johnny had had to get out of bed at six after turning in an hour 
earlier and take a taxi to the labs forgetting even to gulp down a cup of coffee to keep himself awake. The 


reason was that little hole in the kid's right shoulder, such a little dark hole that looked almost insignificant 
next to his slit throat. 


A cleared gunshot wound. 

"You sure? Hundred percent sure?" 

"Two hundred," said the pathologist, Terrens, gloomily. The question hadn't been addressed to him, but Kendall, 
the ballistics expert, just nodded, and Johnny knew the answer anyway. No-one would have even called him, 


weren't they sure. 


"Somehow, | just keep getting into this shit," Terrens sighed, jingling with his tools. "Was me who picked up 
young Lauder. Some kind of luck." 


"The same gun," Kendall repeated. "This bullet, the ones that killed that punk a while ago, and the one that had 


Jerry's name on it - they all come from the same gun" 


Johnny cursed under his breath. It didn't compute. It just wasn't right. Jerry and then the witness - it was 
logical. But a kid? In a street fight? The bullet didn't let him dismiss the idea; and the bodies were found not 


far from Clark Street, which was even worse. 
"Did the shot happen much earlier than the cut?" he inquired. 
Terrens shrugged. 


"They were simultaneous.” 
"What?" 


"Shit. OF course | don't mean it literally. One of them was inflicted earlier than the other.. and I'd say it was 
the shot, because.. why would someone shoot a dead body in the shoulder?. but it was a matter of minutes, if 
not seconds. | can't be that precise. No pathologist in this world can be that precise. The science hasn't gotten 


there yet, you know." 


"Okay," Johnny groaned, but it wasn't. He couldn't get it. You have a gun.. you shoot someone.. and then you 
finish him off with a knife? Why? "I need to make a call," he said, and Kendall led him out of the morguesque 
lab. 


A call to a hospital. Because one of the five bodies that they had found there wasn't quite dead. There was a 
survivor - a kid of sixteen, he had been told, Kenny Preston, who was a very lucky fish indeed. Kenny was 
down with a bad stab wound in his stomach, but he was undoubtedly alive, even though he was unconscious 
half the time and slipping into screaming fits when he wasn't. He was in the hospital, and LAPD had sent people 
to guard him, but for some reason Johnny doubted that the killer would try to get him there. Wasn't his style. 


Then again, this whole thing with that bullet in the shoulder wasn't either. 


‘lm glad he'll live," he spat into the receiver impatiently. "I'm happy, okay? But what | want to know is, will they 
let me talk to him?" 


God | sound like a total asshole. The moment of silence on the other end of the line told him it was true. But it 
didn't matter. Fuck that, Lam a total asshole. Who the fuck cares? 


"Five minutes? God, five minutes is all | need I'll be over there in half an hour. Tell them not to put him to 


sleep. | don't care how you do it! Make them!" 


Either Johnny's frantic demands really sounded convincing or it just wasn't the time for medication for poor 
ole Kenny, but the kid was awake when Johnny stepped into his ward. His eyes were hazy - due to a dose of 
painkillers, or sedatives, or possibly both - but he wasn't doped out of his mind. He could talk. 


But he didn't want to. 


"| didn't see anything," he said again, not looking at Johnny. His hair was dyed jet-black, and his skin looked 
almost blue in comparison, with the sole exception of the circles under his eyes - those were almost as black 
as the hair was. He was skinny, and the angles of his face looked almost cutting-sharp. "I didn't see shit. It was 


dark. It was dark, and then everyone was dead, and | don't know anything at all. | want to sleep." 


"Try to remember," Johnny tried not to sound intimidating. Just a sick kid, he shouldn't sink that low. "Try to 
remember, and I'll go away and let you sleep as long as you want to. People were killed This guy is on the 
loose. He killed your friends. Help us get him." 


"I can't. | don't know what you want. Leave me alone." 
It was just five minutes, sir," a nurse reminded him, leaning on the doorpost. "Mr. Preston does need his sleep." 


Five minutes were almost over and that was all Johnny had managed to get. That wouldn't do. Johnny sighed. 
He had never been patient enough, had he? 


"Get this babe out of here," he told the guard. "I don't care how you do it, but | don't want to see her around 


for these next few minutes. Execute." 


It was a direct order from a superior, and as weird as it was, the guard didn't hesitate much. The nurse was 
out the door before she even understood what Johnny had been talking about. The door slammed shut, and 
behind it, all hell broke loose, with screaming and cursing, and shrieking, and threats. 


It didn't matter, either. 


The kid stayed silent, but his eyes cleared a little, bright with alert. What is he thinking? That Im going to 


torture him until he speaks? 


"Just wanted to have a word with you, just between us boys," Johnny told him. "Listen up. Right now, everyone 
cares about you. All that they care is that you are so young and so badly hurt, that you got a hole in your 
belly and that you have suffered so much. No-one cares about other things. Like, what you were doing in all 
those backstreet alleys at night, or how come all your friends had cutting weapons on them. But if some time 
passes by and you don't start being useful, they're gonna care. I'll see to it that they care. Personally. You're 
not going to stay in jail for long, but I'm more than sure itll be your first and very unpleasant stay. Unless, of 
course, we fail to catch the fucker, and then they'll decide to make you the scapegoat, and then boom! Charged 
with multiple murder.. not rice." 


It was mean, threatening the kid like that. It was twice as mean, because Johmy knew he was babbling utter 


nonsense. And still he didn't care. If the kid was going to buy it, that was worth it. 


Kenny closed his eyes. 


"You don't understand," he said. "You may arrest me. Or you may not. They may send me to jail, or they may 
not. | may get totally fucked there, or | may not. But if they find out.. They will kill me. For sure. And there is 
no ‘may not about it at all.” 

Johnny froze. 

"They?" 


Silence. 


"You're being an idiot, Kenny. If its the way you say, they're going to try and kill you off anyway. How do they 


know you didn't sing?" 

Kenny bit his lip and opened his eyes. Pale grey and full of.. fear? No, that wasn't quite that.. 

Awe. 

‘If its them.. they will know." 

What?. 

‘Oh my. Who pounced you back there, Kenny?" Johnny asked, amused against his will. "Cosa Nostra?" 
Kenny sighed. Bit his lip again 

"Well. | guess that won't hurt. No-one knows who they are, anyway." He looked up at Johnny, his eyes 
strangely determined. "It wasn't them who pounced. It was us. And we were dumb.. so dumb! Because if | heard 
it right.. they were Gladiators." 

"Gladiators." 


That did sound familiar. Had he heard the name? Where? When? Johnny dismissed the thoughts until later. 


"Two of them. God, how could we know?" Kenny's voice trembled, threatening to crack. "We couldn't know.. and 


it was them alright, and he killed Al, and | didn't run.. why didn’t | run?!" 


"Can you describe them? Come on, stop fooling around. We're giving you protection | can have them double the 


guard. You're going to be safe." 
Kenny shook his head. 


"You don't understand. | knew you wouldn't." Suddenly, he smiled, and it was downright scary, because it didn't 
look like a smile at all. Or it did.. in the same way as a slit throat would. "I can't help you anyway. Because | 


don't remember. It really was dark there, and | didn't see much, but even if | did see something, | just can't 


recall. | only know that he was smiling.. smiling.. he smiled." 

And all of a sudden, without any warning, without any pause, Kenny began to scream. Johnny started and 
shrank back, and in the next second a doctor burst in, the hysterical nurse on his heels, and Johnny was 
dragged out - he didn't even protest, still taken aback - and the door slammed in his face, but even through 
the door, he heard those screams - shrill, painful, agonizing. 


"Are we in trouble now?" asked the guard uncertainly, glancing at the door. 


"You are not," Johnny said, catching his breath. "Just tell them | made you do it. Tell them | kept you at the 


gun point." 

The guard gave him a thoughtful look 

"They're going to believe it, aren't they?" 

Johnny smirked. "Trust me, they will." 

He turned to leave, and he pretended he didn't hear it when the guard murmured behind his back: 


"Somehow, l'm not surprised." 


| don't feel well 

Maybe | should drink less. Maybe | should sleep more. 

Maybe that mad fear | felt last night cost me a little too much. 

"Pull yourself together, kid, | don't want you falling off the stage tonight: 


A gig. | don't even want to think of it. | want to stay home. To just curl into a ball and stay this way for a 


while. For a long while. Maybe, forever. 
"You don't?" | echo weakly, and it earns me a smile. 
"| don't. You fall offstage, fangirls tear you to pieces.. and what do | have left then?" 


"Memorabilia," | offer darkly. "You could make an earring out of my pinky. Or something.’ 


"Too kitsch. Even for me." | hear the smirk in his voice, but still he comes up to me. Puts his finger under my 
chin. Makes me look up. "You're not alright. Why?" 


"| don't know," | groan. “There's hundred of reasons. l'm hungover. I'm sleepy. I'm achy. l.. fucked up last night” 
"How so?" 


"| used the gun on that fucker. | left the bullet in. The cops are going to draw connections. And the place where 


we did it was wrong, too." 
"You saved my life.” 


These words startle me. Somehow, it's weird to think of it in such terms. |? Saved his life? He fe?! t couldn't 
ever happen, could it? He's not the one to be saved. Ever. 


But it looks like | did. 


"You saved my life," he repeats. "And that was no fuck-up. At least I'm inclined to think so. Don't worry so 
much. | have thought about it. Your bullet in that punk's body.. if anything, it's going to puzzle our little copling. 
It's going to break all his patterns, or else | know nothing about people. If we're lucky, its going to throw him 


off the trail a little, even.. although | don't believe in such luck. But you didn't fuck up. That's for sure." 


F he says So.. he's gotta know. Why do | always believe him? | smile, and l'm surprised to see my relief 


mirrored in his eyes. 

"Get ready for the gig. Now, if you fuck it up, then l'm going to be mad," he says, rather impatiently, turning 
away to pick up his t-shirt, and for a moment | catch a glimpse of him as all other people see him Because 
he's so different when people see him | can't say he's not himself - he's always himself. But he shows 


different parts of himself to different people, and | know l'm the only one who sees some of them. He is.. 


multifunctional. 

Unique. 

"You know, you're such an actor," | say before | can think of it. 

He doesn't take offense. 

"Yeah, probably. You are as well. You have to be a little bit of an actor to stay in this business. This business 
is for performers. For those ready to show people what they are willing to see. And, actually, | have been 


thinking of a role for you to play tonight” 


"God. Listen, I'm not in my best shape tonight. |." 


"Oh, don't worry," he turns back around, and there's that smile again, and of course I'll do everything he tells 
me to - | can't but do it. "Don't worry. It won't be hard. It's really a part for you. You'll just have to be a little 


more of yourself than you usually are." 


Only a cop could have such a route, Johnny thought, observing the crowd pouring slowly into Troubadour 
through the doors. A morgue and a hospital in the morning, police precinct in the afternoon and a rock concert 


in the evening. And all of them - for the job. Somehow it felt bizarre to him. 


The guys at the door were pushing, elbowing each other, shouting insults. Johnny was glad he was a cop, if 
only because it had allowed him to enter the club from the back door and without standing in the queue. "Ratt 
are good," the club manager told him, "and those WASP. guys are good, if a little bit new here. And the Crue 
have been packing clubs for a long time. Over a year. | hear that's what got them signed" Johnny hadn't known 
Nikki's band was a signed band now. He wondered if Nikki would have put his future in danger by committing a 
senseless cop murder, when the future seemed so promising. He thought it over and had to admit he had no 


idea. With any other guy, he'd say no. With Nikki, it just wasn't a factor. 


He had another fifteen minutes before the show was going to begin Maybe he should try and catch them in 
their dressing room, one by one. Maybe it will get onto their nerves, throw them off balance a little. Make 
them crack and show him something he hadn't seen before. Johnny gave it a lazy thought and decided against 
it. There are limits you'd better not break. If he wanted to stay on talking terms with them, he shouldn't 
disrupt their job. Not yet. He could imagine how redundant a cop in a dressing room would seem right before 
you have to go onstage, in front of a crowd, screaming and booing, gone wild from the heat of a Saturday 


night. 


Then again, those guys didn't seem the type to be afraid of their audience. They seemed the type to jump into 
the crowd and beat the living shit out of anyone who dared to show dislike. Rock bands had always been a little 
bit like gangs, but as of late, the borderline didn't seem to be there at all 


Even though Rivetti, the squad's best specialist when it came to what they called ‘informal juvenile societies’, 


didn't seem to think so. 


(No, | fell you, thats utter nonsense," he cut Johnny short impatiently, before the latter could repeat the 
question. "Totally impossible. lm not so certain there is such thing as Gladiators at all, but that | at least can allow 
- there's a lot of talk out there about them, and people dont normally start talking when there's nothing to talk 
about. But even if they do exist, they aren't a shitty band of lousy musicians. That's for sure." 


‘Okay. What are they, then?" 


‘A gang," Rivetti said gloomily. Johnny had walked in on him when he was listening to some operatic shit on the 
radio, and he seemed genuinely embarrassed by that. Gosh, Johmy thought, as if | cared one bit for his musical 
tastes. As if | had nothing better to worry about. "Your average street gang Except its not." 


‘ks it big? Over-organized? A mini-army, like The Crips used to be?" 
"That's not what the kids say." Rivetti sighed ‘Listen, all | can give you is rumors. You want them?" 
‘Doesn't seem lke | can count on anything better anytime soon." 


"Well What the kids say is.. that they are different. Not like everybody else. And its not the quantity that differs 
Its the quality. Okay, HI try to explain See, with a normal gang, what do we have? We have a leader, or leaders 
We have a few big shots. And we have street fighters. And among street fighters, we have hitmen. Or so we call 
them. The ones who are so deep in, they have crossed that line, foo - the murder. Usually, the gang leaders and 
big shots are former hitmen. So, what we have is a gang who has killers in it. Now, what Im trying fo tell you is 
that Gladiators are not lke that. They are killers who have a gang" 


"Oh?" 


"What you heard The kids in the street say that there are no leaders in this gang - which is yet another reason | 
cant believe it exists, actually. Anyway, there's no leader, its just that the ones who joined them earlier have 
more authority, until the new one proves himself worthy. And worthy means able to kill without any cringing, or 
fear, or reproach Such.. natural born killers, you know? The most bizarre thing about it is that the kids make it 
sound Ikke its such an elite golf club - these guys just do their day jobs, and then, when they want fo relax, they 
go and kill someone, with or without reason | havent heard anyone say they ever attacked first or tried fo rob 
somebody, or anything like this, maybe its part of the big legend | don't know. And this gang has no, so fo say, 
political interest either - they arent at war with anyone for territory. There are reasons for existence of gangs, 
but none seems to apply to this one. | wonder at times, what set the rumors off. Maybe there are a couple of 
crazies out there, playing Jack the Ripper, and thats where it all started from." 


"E seems like another dream gang that kids usually chatter about," Johnny reflected pensively. "You know how they 
have to have the next rung of the ladder. Something they could look up to." 


"Well, thats not quite like this." Rivetti looked at him, suddenly intense. "That's what doesnt let me dismiss the 
rumors altogether. What makes me think there's something behind them. Its not the next dream gang. It really is 
different." 


"Why?" 


Rivetti sighed again, fondling the pocket radio antenna, and replied, looking Johnny straight in the eye, "Because not a 
single kid | know wants To join it") 


The crowd was in, and the lights were out, and as loud cheers and chants began to fill the club, Johnny was 
still lost in thought, though keeping his eyes on the stage. He almost missed it when Ratt appeared there, and 
it wasn't until the first chord shook the air that he realized it was them. He listened to the set for a while 
and thought they really were good, even if they weren't likely to win the next Grammy. Nothing overly fancy, 


no breathtaking discoveries in style, but they were solid. Something you'd really love to hear when you go to a 
rock show. Something you'd like to see, too, especially if you're female. He heard the girls shriek from the 
front rows, "Stephen! Stephen!" and then some "Robbin!" and then "Stephen!" again. Maybe they were shouting 
for other ones, too, but Johnny didn't know the names, and Warren's fangirls seemed to be as quiet as the guy 
himself. Or, maybe, he had already told them all he didn’t indulge in this lifestyle, because, see, he had a 
girltiend.. 


He was a really decent guitar player, though. 


Johnny watched his hands fly over the neck of his guitar. Watched Steph screech into the mike, and arch, and 
kick, and make gestures to the crowd. Watched Robbin play his guitar that seemed almost tiny in his hands. 
Watched him, as he gave out grimaces and sneers, and then - occasionally - big, hearty, a little bit awkward 


smiles. 


Remembered him sitting there on the floor in Nikki's bedroom and making him the offer. Remembered the 
gleam of steel that sparkled in his eyes. 


Could he be a natural born killer? 


At times it did seem so. At times it didn't. Johnny applauded, like everyone did, when the set was over. He 
woo-hoo'ed like all of them, when Robbie suddenly grabbed Stephen and raised him from the ground, like a 
baby, and they exited the stage like this, Robbie winking to the audience and Steph laughing his ass off and 
waving to the crowd, settled in Robbie's arms. Johnny woo-hoo'ed, and applauded, and thought to himself that 
you had to be a mole-blind Sunset Strip club-goer to miss the obvious undertones of this. Youre gonna see 
more of such stuff around if you start looking, Warren had told him, and indeed, all Johnny needed to do was 
open his eyes a little bit wider. 


He wasn't sure this was important at all. But he couldn't be sure this wasn't. So he kept looking. 
And there came WASP. 


Ís it make-up? Johnny thought unbelievingly. /s it make-up that changes men so much? He had been to a lot of 
gigs. He had seen a lot of rock stars, and future rock stars, and future nobodies who thought they were rock 
stars, but he had never yet seen such an abrupt change. He had been to quite a few Alice Cooper concerts, 
and he had seen ole Alice offstage, and while the King of Horror hadn't been beheading babies offstage, he stil 
hadn't looked quite a normal human being, not back then. There was always a difference between a stage 


persona and the person behind it, but you could always see the resemblance. 
Maybe it was there. 


Maybe Johnny just couldn't grasp it. 


Blackie Lawless, the man he had talked to a few times, was quite sinister in his own way, but he was also.. 
civilized. Intelligent, well-spoken. Not even drunk, or at least, not drunk enough to compete with any of his usual 


companions. 
The Blackie Lawless he was looking at right now was fully, downright, batshit insane. 


Insanity was there, in his eyes, in his grin, in his voice even as he talked to the crowd. It was in his songs. It 
was in the way his band played them. Insanity resounded in Chris's growl as he went at his guitar like there 
was no tomorrow. Insanity dripped like blood from the second guitarist's fingers when he tore at the strings so 
hard they seemed to cut open his fingers. Insanity echoed in the drum rolls. Insanity glistened in the stagelights 


as they reflected on the circular sawblades attached to Blackie's sleeves. Insanity was in the air. 
When later into the set a case with raw meat appeared on stage and Blackie started throwing it into the 


crowd, Johnny didn't even feel much surprise. It was so absurdly in place. He was only surprised he had 


doubted it would be. Because back then, when Blackie had told him about it, he had. 

Of course, he couldn't know. 

(‘im not very sensitive," Blackie said with a slight smile. He had that manner of talking that wasn't exactly impolite, 
yet made you feel neglected He sounded as if he was going fo yawn any minute. ‘lm afraid Im not going to faint 
when mentioning a dead policeman, detective. And if | were you | wouldn't expect me to show due respect. When 
you make your living throwing dead meat off the stage every night, you lose all respect for dead meat altogether" 
Johnny swallowed that. Swallowed ‘dead meat referring fo Jerry. Because he was a little startled 

"Throwing meat off the stage? Are you? k that what they call rocknroll these days?" 

"l dont know," Blackie responded coldly. "But this is sure what they call entertainment." 

Johnny looked at him, fall and dark, wrapped in black leather head fo foes - black leather jacket, black leather 
pants, black leather boots - looking rather lke a stray younger Ramone than like an Alice Cooper offspring. He sure 
looked lke he could make a mincemeat out of anybody, but that was as far as the association between meat and 
him went, at least in Johnny's mind 

‘Ml trust you with that," he said with a sigh. ‘Lets get back to business." 

Blackie had been to the Rainbow, of course. And he was actually the only one who had admitted leaving the 
company table before three in the night, the Hour of Doom. For ten minutes, just before they all went home. 
Blackie hadnt specified what for; Johnny hadn't asked, either. It didn’t matter. It couldnt help. 

‘Business? Like what? | think we've discussed all that has to do with your friends murder." 


‘Except the suspects." 


"Which is. who?" Blackie's eyes measured him up and down again, and Johnny felt uncomfortable. "Since all of us 
have some sort of alibi. and no motivation." 


"Mkki had a motive." 
"Mikki? He wouldn't have waited so long. Nkki is none too patient." 
'k that what got him fired?" 


Blackie raised an eyebrow. Johnny held back the urge to shift. It was getting ridiculous. The man was a few years 
younger than him, why was he feeling like a failed schoolboy in his presence? 


‘Because from what | heard, you fired him. Everyone keeps making a big thing out of it" 
"Twice." The voice was sarcastic. 'I fired him twice. From my band, Sister. And from his own." 
"What, he didnt want to play butcher?" 

‘Quite the opposite," Blackie said wryly. "He has always been very keen on striking imagery." 


Now, that was some language! The amusement killed the discomfort Nice, Johnny thought, finally, someone who did 
manage to finish high school and isn't ashamed to admit it.. 


‘Nikki is someone you have to compete with all the time," Blackie explained with a hint of a smile. "That makes a 
good friend And a very poor bandmate. At least for me. When you want to carry out some plan or make use of 
some idea, you have to rely on your bandmates fully. You cant rely on Sixx. He has too much mind of his own and 
too little desire to follow commands. Any commands, even if they are sensible." 


"He still is your friend. Nevertheless." 
"Yes | never said he was an idiot" 


And someone who chooses to be your enemy is an idiot, isn't he, Blackie? Johnny imagined Blackie standing in the 
shadow, smoking lazily, commanding someone else to get out and shoot. The image was perfect, but the other 
person didn’t have a face. Who went to fulfill the command? Nikki? Wasnt believable. Tommy? As far as Johnny 
could understand, Tommy was Nikki's concern Vince? Steph? None of it sounded right 


"Mikki is smart," Blackie sighed "Smart, but irregular. | have to admit it works for him, though. | thought it wouldn't 
When | drove him out. | thought it was impossible to achieve anything at all, when all you do is drink, fuck and get 


doped Seems like its a technique of its own, because he made it" 


"His band is good?" 


"They have a future. He's not a very good bassist, and | can’t say Im a fan of his songwriting but he got himself a 
team that mates it all work. A very charismatic frontman. A really good drummer. And just the perfect guitarist 
for that mix." 


"Vince? Tommy? And.." 
"Mick. Who we shouldn't be talking about, because he has nothing to do with it at all." 
‘Never relaxing, are you?" Johnny smirked 


‘Maybe | take things to seriously," unexpectedly, Blackie responded with a smirk of his own. ‘lve been told I dont 
see things the way other people do. At times it offends them. But thats just the way | am." 


"Well, Nikki doesn’t seem offended," Johnny mused. "He listens to you. Which Ive seen with my very own eyes." 


‘I listen to him, too," Blackie said, and Johnny pricked his ears, because all of a sudden he heard a trace of emotion 
in his voice. What emotion, he couldn't say, but it was there. For the first and only time in their talk. 'I listen to 
him, too. He had proved me wrong, and more than once. And that.. that is remarkable." 


The difference was a shock, and it was a hard day's night, and Johnny felt a little off. Confused. By the time 
WASP. finally left the stage, things were looking a little surreal to him, like they do when you haven't slept a 
couple of nights and all of a sudden find yourself in the middle of action As if you were suddenly stuck into a 
scene from a movie, and you realized it wasn't really happening, only in fact it was. Johnny shook his head, 
trying to slip out of it. It was no state for working. And he couldn't afford even a night off. The situation didn't 
allow it. He looked at the stage again, waiting for Motley Crue to come on, thinking that he didn't really know 


what to expect of them now. 


And then they came, and it was a relief - and it wasn't. Because the three of them that he knew were exactly 


the same onstage as they were in everyday life. 
Only so much more. 


He didn't know the sinister-looking little guy who crouched over the lead guitar in the corner of the stage, 
giving off riff after riff with a scowl, managing somehow to both escape the center of attention and to be the 
very base of the band's sound. But the others.. 


There was Nikki, and he was wild Johnny had thought he was wild before? That had been nothing Nikki was wild, 
and full of rage, and he played bass with such a murderous intensity, you could think he was trying to kill it. 
This man is doing the thing he loves, Johnny reflected, dumbstruck. What is he like when he hates, then? And with 
him, Johnny was sure he wasn't imagining it - there really was blood on his hands. Johnny took a better look 
and understood what was happening. Nikki hit the strings too hard They kept splitting the skin between his 


fingers. He was bleeding. And he didn't even seem to notice. He was smiling, or, maybe, sneering, and the 


smile/sneer was ferocious, and though Johnny couldn't see his eyes from back where he was standing, he knew 


exactly how they would look Like their stare could burn you right through. 


There was Tommy, and Tommy wasn't human, A human couldn't have hands that fast, a sense of rhythm that 
perfect, a hit that powerful. A human couldn't drum on and on, never faltering, a human couldn't do it so 
intensely, so laboriously - and still look like he was doing nothing more than eating an ice-cream, like it wasn't 
his doing at all, like all those rhythms, all that hard hitting, all the rolls - like all that just came.. naturally, 
Tommy was doing the best drum job Johnny had seen in his life. And looking like an overexcited kid. Looking 
blissful, euphoric... happy. 


And there was Vince. And Vince was sex. 


The impression - the feel - it was overwhelming. Overpowering. It didn't matter if you were male or female - 
if you were in the range, you were drawn in and not left any hope. It hit you like a sunstroke, like a wave of 
chemicals. Johnny yet had the time to wonder if studio microphones or TV cameras were going to capture it. 
Because right now, he couldn't even tell, if Vince had a voice or not, if he was keeping the tune or not, if he 
was a good singer or an awful singer. And frankly, he didn't feel like it mattered. Back then, Johnny had noted 
that Blackie hadn't said Vince was a good singer. A very charismatic frontman, he had called him. And now 
Johnny knew why. The value of singing was subjective. It could depend on a thousand of things, and the best 
vocalist for someone would be the worst in the world for someone else. There were operatic vocals, screechy 
vocals, growling vocals, screaming vocals, and each style had its fans, so it was always subjective, it had to be 
that way. But the crowd's response to what Vince did - to what Vince was - it wasn't subjective. It was an 
objective, hard, solid fact. It seemed that the moment Vince opened his mouth, the chicks in the crowd opened 


their legs. Such a chain reaction. 


The four of them were sex, wildness, brilliancy and just plain rock'n'roll, and that all blended into an alchemic 
mix of a power that was almost scary. This band did have a future - they were real Too brutally, in-your- 
face real to be ignored. They showed no mercy. They couldn't leave you indifferent. You could either run for 


your life or fall for them. 

Johnny couldn't run 

And he stayed where he was, and he screamed with the crowd not because he wanted to blend in, but 
because he couldn't but scream, he applauded because he couldn't but applaud, and when in the end of the set 
Vince and Nikki led the crowd to chant "Crue! Cruel! CRUEII"; Johnny chanted with them, because he wanted fo. 
The part of his mind that managed to keep some sort of objectivity kept telling him he was insane. 

When they went off the stage, Johnny took a pitiful escape and followed them. There was talk of the promised 


encore, with the band jam, and he felt like he just couldn't take it. He had to keep his head calm if he wanted 
to do any job tonight. 


There, backstage, he dove right into another kind of madness. Your usual dressing room mess, with everyone 
adjusting their clothes, trying to whip their hair back up, re-applying their make-up and cursing under their 
breath, elbowing each other away from the mirrors. Johnny chose a snug little spot in the corner and kept 
still - otherwise he would've just gotten stomped on to death, and that was no joke. In all the pre-encore heat, 
they didn't even notice him. He watched Steph wipe his eyeliner off his cheeks, he saw Vince put on a new 
layer of lipstick, somehow managing to keep a cigarette in his teeth the whole time, he looked on as Nikki 
pushed the button on a vicious-looking pump hairspray and spent a good five minutes spraying that shit onto 
his hair, never taking his finger off. They didn't seem to see anybody at all. Tommy's glance swept over Johnny 
on their way out, but the way it went on to sweep over the wall and to the door, Johnny wouldn't bet his last 


dollar that he recognized him. 
And then they were gone, and Johnny finally had a few minutes of peace and quiet all to himself. 
Get yourself together, you idiot. Scrape yourself together and keep going 


He sat down on a creaking chair, head in hands. The time was wrong, the place was wrong, but he was still 
beginning to feel the stirrings of that hot, dizzy in-the-crowd gig euphoria. Such a weirdly fuzzy "oh | don't 
give a fuck!" feeling. The wish to let it be. To forget it all and just stay in this club forever. Listening. 


Screaming. Headbanging. 
So easy to live with your thoughts shaken out of your head.. 
Jerry, he reminded himself. Jerry. One thing you need fo do, and then you can stop thinking forever. 


The haze over his mind cleared up slowly, as if unwillingly. He looked up and was surprised to realize he didn't 
hear the music anymore. He glanced at his watch and whistled: fifteen minutes?! Sitting here clutching his head 
for fifteen minutes. He was turning into some first-class psycho, sure looked like that. 


Why weren't they coming back? There was stuff scattered all over the room, stuff they'd want to come back 
for - spare strings and drumsticks, leather jackets, everyday clothes to change into, all that flung over the 
chairs, hanging from the mirrors, lying on the floor, with just one neat pile sitting on an old wrecked amp case 


in the corner, and Johnny was willing to bet it was Warren's.. 

Why weren't they coming back? 

He rose from the chair and looked at himself in the mirror. Smirked. There was an inspiring inscription in the 
corner of the mirror, FUCK THE WORLD written in scarlet lipstick. Must have been Nikki. Looked like his and 
Tommy's color, but Tommy didn't strike Johnny as much of a writing person. Now if that mirror had been 


broken.. 


Johnny's glance, creeping over the mirror lazily, all of a sudden stopped. His eyes narrowed. 


There was a leather jacket hanging from the edge of it, flung nonchalantly over its top. A red leather jacket 
with a small pentagram on its sleeve. Not large in size - Johnny would guess it had to belong either to Vince 


or to Steph, the smallest guys of the bunch. 


Something was sticking out of its inner pocket. The end of something vaguely glistening. Something that seemed 
to be long and metallic, and half-flat. Something that looked exactly like a gun buttstock. 


All he had to do was to reach out. To raise his hand and pull the thing out of the pocket, and then he'd know it 


all. Conveniently, he even had his gloves on. Didn't feel much like contact tonight.. 
He was afraid to. 

Suddenly, unexpectedly, irrationally - afraid. 

Vince? 

Steph? 


Suddenly he wasn't sure he really wanted to know. It was so weird. He cursed himself silently for being such a 


wuss. Who are they to you, Johnny? Nobody, 
Steph, with his sly smile, his voice so startlingly affectionate when he talked of Robbie. 


Vince, with his lazy beach bum charm, his warm brown eyes looking at you with kiddish curiosity under the 


snow-white fringe. 

Nobody at all. Why was he hesitating? 

He reached out uncertainly. 

‘Hey’ 

Johnny had no idea just why he didn't jump right up to the ceiling on hearing that voice behind his back. But he 
didn't, and he didn't even pull his hand back. He lowered it - slowly and casually, and then, just as slowly, he 


turned around. 


That was Steph. Standing in the doorway, his hand on the doorpost, his head tilted, that damn lock dangling over 
his eye, a bottle of jack in his other hand. 


"Hey yourself” 


"What are you doing, officer?" Steph inquired merrily. "Tryin to steal Vince's ole harmonica?" 


And Johnny felt stupid. So awfully stupid. Harmonica. OF course. Steel harmonica, the kind of instrumental job a 
vocalist could do. Such a long flat metallic thing. 


A first-class psycho, indeed 

"| was trying to score a souvenir. Just don't tell him," he said with another smirk, and Steph laughed easily. 
"I can get you his autograph. For a reasonable price” 

"Just how much?" 

Steph scratched the back of his head and yawned 

"Il think about it. Later" He walked into the small room, heading for a heap of leather stuff in the corner. 
"Where's everyone?" 

"In the bar room. Drinking. Got swell chicks tonight, they're paying” 


Yeah. Nothing supernatural. Just a couple of rich groupies. Worrying about it was as silly as mistaking a steel 


harmonica for a gun butt. 


"Harmonica," Johnny muttered under his breath, trying to get over feeling like an absolute idiot. "He plays 
harmonica. Must come in handy, all that mouth skill." 


Steph, who had picked a jacket out of the corner pile - huge, it could hold two Stephs at the very least, - 
heard that and laughed again. 


"I hear you almost walked in on him and Sixx the other day," he said, sitting down on yet another amp case, 


and took a swig from that Jack bottle he was holding. "Must've been one hell of a sight" 


"Some sight," Johnny agreed, fiercely telling himself, Dont you dare blush, Blake! "And didn't you come back for 


something? Wouldn't want to keep your friends waiting.’ 
"Ah, come on, officer." There was that sly smile again. "Does the subject.. offend you?" 
"You wish." 


"They can wait. Maybe | want a little peace. Maybe | don't want to sit there and listen to Sixx talk King's head 
off" Steph sighed and held up the bottle. "Want some?" 


For the briefest moment Johnny thought he should refuse, being on duty and everything. Then he waved it off. 
If there was one thing that couldn't hurt now, that was a sip of whisky. Might even help a litle. 


He nodded. Steph patted that case beside him, and Johnny accepted the invitation, sitting down next to him and 
taking the bottle. 


"Vince used to be all secretive about it," Steph said with a strange little snicker. "Which was really very funny. 


Because when they're doing it, you can hear them from the street, | swear." 

"| didn't." 

"Oh, you mean he wasn't screaming?" Steph took the bottle back and took another swig. "He usually screams. 
Used to scare me. Took time to 

get used to it. Especially when he's begging.” 


Johnny just shot him a look and grabbed the bottle again. 


"Begging him to stop first," drawled Steph, looking at the mirror absent-mindedly. "And it's really a sick game, 
because then he's begging him not to stop. They are weird.” 


"And you guys aren't?" Even though he was sharing his whisky, Johnny couldn't keep the sarcasm out of his 


voice completely. 


"We?" Steph blew the lock away from his eye, tried to look surprised and failed "Just what do you mean, 


officer?" 


"Detective," Johnny corrected half-heartedly. "Whatever. | just thought it was really, really romantic of you 
guys to finish your show like that." 


"Heh." Steph bit his lip. Johnny passed him the bottle. "Okay, you beat me. King, he can always say he grabs me 


simply because he can. A big guy he is. But I'm in no condition to invent excuses tonight" 

You lie the way the others breathe, Johnny thought again but didn't say anything, 

"We're not that weird," Steph said frowning. His thumb was running over the bottle opening. Back and forth, 
back and forth. For some reason it looked obscene. "Not that weird. | don't dig being hurt. King doesn't dig 
hurting me. Otherwise it'd have been over before it even began" 

"Such a big softie, that King, huh? Listen, I'd have some whisky if you don't want it." 


Steph looked at the bottle like he hadn't seen it before. 


"Shit." He took a huge gulp. "Here, have it.. King, he's got a long, looong fuse. It's easy for him to hurt 
somebody, you know, really hurt somebody. Because he's so strong. So he's kind of afraid of it. When he flips 


out, its nothing pretty.. but he doesn't flip out often. It takes a lot. He's not like Nikki or Tommy. He won't 
break things because the wind blew the wrong way for him this morning. And he is.. good. Really good." 


Johnny snickered and shook his head a little. 


"What.. Detective? You think me a sicko? A perv? Not only a rock'n'roller, but a sodomite." Steph made a funny 


face. "Double hell-fire for me." 


Johnny smiled. He felt a little drunk It was strange, considering he'd had only a few sips of Jack, but he didn't 
mind. Drunk felt right. 


"Nah. I'm not going to condemn you. lm not that much of a stranger to.. to that side of things." 

"Seen much of it?" Steph guessed without much real interest. 

And Johnny realized he was just a lite bit too drunk when he heard himself answering, "I've even done it" 
Steph's head snapped up, his eyes round and bright, There. Not that Johnny hoped itd go by unnoticed. 


"Oh wow." Steph stared at him for a few seconds as if he were Christ incarnate, then licked his lips, grabbed 
the bottle, took a good gulp, caught his breath and stared again. "Oh wow. And he was right." 


"Who was right? No, | don't think | need any more booze tonight.. who was right? In what?" 


"Oh what does it matter?" Steph sighed. "Say, King.. told me, ‘| catch you slutting around that cop stud, I'l 
screw your head off: King, you see, is very patient.. but he gets jealous. He's not nice when he's jealous.” 
Another sigh. Steph put the bottle on the floor and turned to look at Johnny. "How come he never cares about 
the girls | lay, but he's always ballistic when | as much as smile at a guy?" 


ks he really? Johnny thought, suppressing a mad urge to giggle. He wasn't going to do that. Men don't giggle. But 
the urge was bad. f he really? Or are you thinking just a bit foo much of yourself? 


"Get back there, then," he said aloud. "You're, like, playing with fire, sitting here drinking with me. Risking getting 
your head screwed off and all that.” 


Steph looked away, and all of a sudden he wasn't merry at all. 
"Yeah, right," he said quietly. "Sent me here to fetch him his jacket. Couldn't go take it himself, because, see, 
he's talking to Sixx. Talking. Listening to another ton of bullshit the sonofabitch is going to put in his head. You 


know what, | don't care." 


These words came out bitter and so unexpectedly sincere, that Johnny's giggling fit died away at once. And he 
didn't find the strength to push Steph away, when the kid leaned against him, resting his head on his shoulder. 


It seemed innocent enough - Steph was undoubtedly drunk, maybe a litte high, too, and maybe he just needed 


contact.. 

Just someone to listen. 
To him. 

Johnny was drunk, too. 


"Nikki, Nikki, Nikki," Steph muttered under his breath, raising the bottle to his lips, missing a bit, so a few stray 
drops of whisky landed on Johnny's jacket. "Always Nikki. Always that goddamn Nikki. What's so special in him? 
Steph, make room, because Nikki's going to join Steph, bring the jacket, me and Nikki need to talk Next thing | 
know, it will be, Steph, down on your knees because Nikki needs a blowjob. But thats Robbie. | don't blame 


Robbie. He gets attached to people so easily.. Nikki," he spit it out like it were a curse word. "I'd do something 
to Nikki, if | only could. Something. Don't know what.” 


Yeah. Definitely not a blowjob. 
"You waitin’ for me tsay I'll kill him?" Steph smiled, and the smile was sly again. Johnny shifted a bit. Maybe it 
wasn't a good idea to sit here, accommodating a potential murderer on his shoulder. "Oh, | won't say that. 


Because you're a cop. You shouldn't say such things to a cop. You can't. There are only a few things you can 


do to a cop.." 


He let go of the empty bottle - Johnny winced as it hit the floor with a muted jingle but didn't break - and 
dropped his hand down on Johnny's knee. The hand was ungloved. Not large. Hot. And it was moving. 


‘lm willing to bet you aren't aware of what you're going, Mr. Pearcy." 


Steph looked up at him, blowing away that stray lock again The strap of his tank top halfway down his 


shoulder, he looked ridiculously similar to some cinematographic damsel in distress. 

"You said you'd done it before." 

Johnny silently cursed himself. For everything. For going to this goddamn gig. For losing his mind there. For 
getting drunk. For being a blabbermouth. For not knowing how to get Steph off him without Steph mistaking any 
touch for approval and getting even more enthusiastic.. For caring about that at all. Why couldn't he just 
throw this litle shit across the room? He'd think he'd have done it long ago.. Maybe that's what he should do. 
Eventually, he didn't have to. 


ow moving" a growl came from the doorway. A low, guttural, very unpleasant growl. 
"H g" a growl from the d y. A low, guttural, very unpleasant growl 


Johnny knew who it could be. And still, turning his head and seeing Robbin in the doorway made him start. 


Because that was a Robbin he'd never seen before and, as he figured later, no-one had seen all that often 
A really, thoroughly pissed-of f Robbin. 

It was nothing pretty. 

"How touching How very fucking nice” 


Steph was off Johnny and on his feet in one-hundredth of a second, so fast that it left Johnny astonished - 
he'd have never thought the kid was sober enough to move that way. But he was up, and standing - actually, 
backing away, with his hands up in front of him. 


"No, Robbie. No, it's not what you think it is. | was just drinking, and | was just talking to Detective Blake here, 


and..." 


"I have eyes," Robbie said, moving in. Johnny all of a sudden felt very uncomfortable. It seemed there was too 
little space left in the room. Surely Robbie wasn't that big.. but he seemed to take up the whole of it. "I have 
eyes. And one thing | hate more than your slutting around is when you're making an idiot of me. Don't. You'll 


make things worse." 
"Robbie, l." 
"Shut up" 


It was getting ugly. Johnny stood up, thanking God that he wasn't swaying yet. Robbie didn't even look his way. 


This guy sure knew how to stay focused, 


"I feel like it's my duty to tell you," Johnny said to his back. "If you kill him, that's the minimum of nine years. 


I'm not even sure temporary insanity is going to apply.” 


"You get out, cop guy," Robbin said without turning to him. He wasn't growling anymore, but his voice was low. 
Threatening. "You get out. I'm not going to kill him. A day or two in a hospital will be quite enough." 


"That's an offense, too." 


And then Robbin turned. And before Johnny could even move a finger, he was thrown out of the room, thrown 
in the most literal of senses - just tossed across the room and into the corridor, like he weighed no more 
than a rag doll, managing to slow down just in time not to bump into the corridor wall too hard. The door 
slammed behind him, and he was too stunned to venture back in, and when he caught his breath he decided it 
would be wrong anyway. There was shouting behind that door, but there were no screams, and he reckoned it 


wasn't the first time for either of them, anyway. 


And, besides, something that was going on further down the corridor demanded his attention. 
Because whatever was going on there was going on between Blackie Lawless and Nikki Sixx. 


It was the intonations Johnny recognized, not the voices. Blackie's cold condescension; Nikki's easily-fired 


irritation and feral rage. 

Not a friendly kind of encounter. 

He moved closer and caught the ending of a phrase: 

".. better stay buried" The voice was Nikki's. 

The answer to that was a little chuckle. Almost kindly. 

"Some things, when buried, claw their way back to the surface, Nikki. And it doesn't end well. For nobody." 


"Some things," Nikki sounded exasperated, "some things, Lawless, had better stay buried because they are 


dead!" 

"You'd love to believe it" 

"Our thing is dead. Deal with it" 

Blackie sighed, and Johnny had never heard so much mockery in a sigh before. 


"Okay, have it your way. The point is, | never said | was trying to.. un-bury our thing.. if there ever was one. | 


don't need that much. That's entirely not what | want." 
"| don't care what you want. You're not getting it from me. Whatever was there, isn't there, okay?" 
"Things happen for a reason" 


"Yeah, there was a reason. | was young, and stupid, and you were the boss as far as | was concerned, and | 


thought you were cool and | didn't know one thing from another. That's long past, Lawless." 
Blackie snickered. And inquired with the most offensive curiosity, "And now it's different.. how?" 


There came a growl that made Johnny sober up a bit and take another step closer. Looked like fate was just 


determined to drop another dead body on his hands before the evening was over. 


"You'll know the difference," Nikki said very distinctly, each word seething with white fury, "when | open your 
fucking throat. How's that?" 


"Sounds a lot like you. All little bitches always go for the throat when you tell them the truth they don't like..." 
THAP! 


Johnny wasn't sure what it was, but he darted around the corner all the same, ready to stop the fight before 
the body count went up. 


Nikki was standing at the wall, all tensed, all hackles raised, his hands balled into fists, his teeth bare. Blackie 
was sprawled on the floor across the corridor. There was a handprint on his left cheek, white against his 
flushed skin. That THAP! hadn't even been a punch, Johnny realized, half-amused. Nikki had just slapped the guy 
in the face. 

Oh well, that was a really good slap, of course. 

Blackie was getting up when Johnny walked in on them. He was getting up, looking at Nikki, and in his stare there 
was nothing but murderwish Not even rage, or anything like that - murderwish, as cold and decided as it could 
get. 

Then he saw Johnny. 


His stare lost its intensity. He stopped mid-motion, propped up on his elbows. And even found the will to 
actually smile. 


"The police are getting really efficient these days," he said. "No sooner had you begun on your breech of peace, 


than they arrive. That's a lot of progress, from what I've seen" 
Johnny couldn't but admire the man a little. 

Nikki turned to him. He clearly wasn't impressed. He was disappointed 
"Why do you never get lost when it's needed most?" he hissed. 


"The gentleman is doing his job," Blackie smirked, scrambling back up. "I understand that you are just pissed 


that someone broke into our privacy when we were having such a moment.” 
Nikki just turned, brushed past Johnny and walked off, never looking back 
"Nice to see you here, Detective," Blackie said, and sounded really suave, even though Johnny could bet what 


was left of his annual salary that he was lying. "Came here for anything specific or just having a nice evening 


to yourself?" 


They headed out after Nikki, even as Johnny answered, "Well, it seems like | was sent here by a higher power. 
At least if any murder happens fonight, I'll be able to witness it myself" 


Blackie raised an eyebrow. Johnny decided against telling him that, accompanied by a fast-reddening slap print 


on his face, the expression was nothing short of comic. 
"So dramatic." 


"But true. If Nikki turns up dead, I'll know it was you. If you turn up dead, I'll know it was Nikki. If Stephen 
Pearcy turns up dead, I'll know it's Robbin Crosby, even though I'd be immensely surprised." 


"Ah. The little thing did piss King off enough. Congratulations, Detective. It's a rare occasion, indeed. You might 


want to remember that you have seen it." 
"Oh, | will." 


A kind of small talk. Neither of them mentioned what had just been happening. Johnny didn't ask what the beef 
between Blackie and Nikki was, Blackie didn't look like he was going to tell. 


Only Johnny thought he kind of knew it anyway. 


The three of them made their way into the bar room, Nikki a few feet ahead, still not looking back, Johnny and 
Blackie following him, not trying to close the distance. It wasn't hard to tell which booth was the one they 
needed. Especially as they approached it just when Vince left it, his arm around a chick's waist. The chick was 
blonde and pretty in that ex-Playmate way, and a good few inches taller than him. There was a wide smile on 


Vince's face. 


Then he saw Nikki, and the smile wilted a little. Turned almost.. apologetic. /f he was trying fo sneak it, Johnny 
thought, hiding a smirk, he certainly didn't choose the best moment: 


"Drop her," Nikki told him abruptly without as much as stopping. "Drop her and get over here." He was headed 
for the men's room, and Johnny wasn't even surprised anymore. It was like being caught in the middle of 
Fellini's ‘Satyricon’. So much depravity that it stopped being embarrassing and began being plain funny. 


Vince frowned. 


"Yeah? Like, you can't hold your own dick when pissing and need help? Sixx, get off me. | just want to have a 


little fun" 


The blonde he was holding kept looking at him and Nikki alternately, either too dumb or too drunk to understand 


what they were on about. 


"Don't give me that bullshit. Drop her. Get over here" 


"What if | don't?" 


Then Nikki did stop. And though Johnny apparently didn't see any change - not in his back - there must have 
been a change, because Vince's eyes grew wide, and he shook the girl off his arm - earning a weak "Hey!" from 
her - and hurried after Nikki, who had started walking again and was already past him. Johnny heard his voice 


- "Listen, man, Im sorry, | had no idea, Nikki, come on.” - trail off in the distance. 
"Ouch," Blackie said beside Johnny. "I'm almost sorry for the poor kid" 
Johnny eyed him. "Almost" 


"Almost" Blackie grinned. "No fear, Detective. Neither of those two is going to get killed tonight, so your 
presence isn't needed. They've had their share of trying to kill each other. They're long over it. Trust me." 


“Trust you?" Johnny made a face, and Blackie had the grace to laugh at that, but Johnny kind of did trust him 
on that one, and so he went to the booth with him. Between Nikki, Vince, Robbie and Stephen all being away for 
personal reasons, the booth wasn't over-crowded. There was Tommy in the back of it, the little gloomy guitar 
guy sitting next to him. Tommy was unusually quiet and seemed a little worried as the guitar guy - must be 
Mick, Johnny figured - kept downing drink after drink. There was Chris, sprawled over two seats at once, with 
a grin on his face that would make Goofy feel intellectual. There was Warren, looking pretty relaxed and 
comfortable, with a small bottle in his hand, and Johnny wouldn't guess if it was beer or Diet Cola 


And that was all. Seemed like this was a tight little company, bandmates or not. 


Johnny let Blackie slip in between Chris and Warren and then sat down on Warren's other side, almost on the 


edge of the seat. Unlike Warren, he didn't feel comfortable. 


"Detective Blake," Warren quietly acknowledged his presence, saluting him with the bottle - it was, after all, a 


beer. "Hello." 
"Dude!" Tommy looked up from his talk with Mick and gave that my-dentist-loves-me grin. "Wanna drink?" 
"Nope. Thanks. | think I've just had enough." 


Mick didn't seem to notice him at all. Johnny wasn't dying to be introduced, so he let him be. The guy didn't 
look happy. 


"That's Mick, Detective," Warren said softly, seeing where he was looking. "Mick isn't exactly what you call 
jovial, but he's the good guy.’ 


Wouldn't be the first time when the good guy wound up looking like a gargoyle. Johnny didn't argue. "Didn't find 
any coffee here, Mr. DeMartini?" 


Warren smiled. "Saturday night, Detective. No coffee on Saturday night. And l'm not really an abstainer. Came 
To see us play?" 


‘Mostly. Wanted to ask a few questions, but that's long overdue. So | look instead." 
"At what?" 


"Like, if any one of you shows any sign of being in a streetfight this last night. Actually, it's useless just as 
well. With all that make-up." 


Warren tensed. 

"What happened?" 

"Really." Blackie turned his head. His eyes were alerted. "What happened?" 

"A few chunks of dead meat happened," Johnny said, looking him in the eye. "A few good chunks of dead meat, 
even properly sliced. Only one of them wasn't just sliced, but filled as well. Such a nice lead filling. That looks 
pretty familiar to us." 


"The same gun," Warren reflected quietly. "Someone would have to be enormously silly to use the same gun" 


"There are situations, Mr. DeMartini, where you just don't have enough time to think if what you're doing is 
silly or not.” 


"You have a witness this time?" Blackie inquired. 
"If | had a reliable witness, would | be wasting your time?" 


"Who knows, Detective." That lazy smile was back on Blackie's lips. Such a shield that Johnny just couldn't see 
through. "You like to play." 


They were both staring at him now, and it just didn't feel right. Maybe it was that Johnny was drunk. Maybe 
it was that the unreality feeling had come back again. 


Maybe the animal in him felt that he was seated right beside two other animals who were equally strong and 


who were certain to bring him down if they attacked at the same time. 


Johnny shook his head slightly, looking away. Animal? Warren? What was he thinking about? "| don't like to play. | 


just can do it" 


“Sure. So you want our alibi for yesterday's night?" 


"| don't think | have one," Warren said matter-of-factly, fishing for a pack of cigarettes in his jeans pocket. 
"You're not in the scope," Blackie snickered. "But | guess | am in trouble." 

There were flickers in his eyes, and somehow that looked eerie, and in a way even worse than that cold- 
blooded desire to kill that Johnny had seen there before. Must be the lighting, Johnny thought. He didn't feel 


very well. 


"So, didn't you just say you were going to look for something we hid under make-up?" Such a calm, calm voice, 


almost... soothing 

Flickers in the eyes. 

"Want me to take off my make-up, Detective?" 

His hand rose to his face. Went up. Went down. Over it. 
And when he took it away, there was nothing 

No human face. 

Only a bare, uncovered, bony grin of a long-dead corpse. 
Johnny gasped, not enough air in his lungs to scream. 
"Detective?" 


He blinked. Blackie was smiling at him, looking rather amused. But it was him. His normal self, or as normal as it 


went. No corpses. No bones. 
"You day-dreaming?" 


"Blackie" There was amusement in Warren's voice, too, if more subtle. "One can hardly be day-dreaming at one 


in the morning" 


One in the morning? Where did the time go? Johnny could swear he had only been seated with them for a few 
minutes. He took a deep breath. 


"| got distracted." 


What was happening to him? Was there really something in the air? 


Was there something in the whisky that Steph had shared with him? 


Mick, the little guitar guy who seemed to be happily passed out in his corner of the table, suddenly raised his 
head and stared directly at him. The blue of his eyes gave Johnny a startle. 


"| know you," he said, his voice low and sinister in that weird drunken way. "You eat people's souls." 


And that was it - Johnny just couldn't stay there anymore. There wasn't anything at all rational about this 
feeling. A pure panic attack. 


| needa get out," he managed, honest as never before. 
And then he fled. 


The night outside was dark, and cool, and comforting, and everything he wanted it to be. He turned round the 
corner to keep his dignity and leaned on the wall for support. 


And found out he wasn't alone. 


There was another figure leaning on the wall a few feet away from him. A guy. Trying to light up his 
cigarette, his hands shaking. A small guy with a mane of blond hair. He was wearing a red leather jacket. 


Johnny waited until he finally managed to take a drag on that cigarette and only then said, "Hi there, Vince." 
Vince flinched and looked up. 


"Oh. Hi, dude" 


He was standing right under a street lamp, and even though the lighting wasn't the best it could be, Johnny 
still saw that his eyes were red. Just a little. 


"You been crying?" he blurted out before he could stop himself. Oh nice. This night sure claimed his brain. 
Vince shifted awkwardly. "Nope. It's, you know, the smoke. The club's full of it” 

Johnny didn't push. He felt a bit guilty. Guilty because he had interrupted Nikki and Blackie, or else Vince 
could've gotten away. Guilty because he had seen that Vince hadn't gotten away, and now just looking at him 


made the kid uneasy. No-one liked to face witnesses of his shame. 


They stood there for a while, Vince smoking and Johnny trying not to look at him, and there was some strange 
comfort in it. 


"You got a cig?" Vince asked suddenly. "This is the last one | have right here, and | feel like | could smoke a 
pack." 


Johnny nodded, pulling his "Camel" pack out of his pocket. He let Vince take a cigarette and held up the lighter 


for him, then took one himself. 


"Who am | fooling?" Vince whispered between drags, his teeth clenched. "You saw the fucker come on to me. 


Saw me playing his little lapdog. So | guess | don't have to play tough guy now, eh?" 

Johnny remained silent for a while. Then asked, intentionally casual, "He's no easy thing to deal with, is he?" 
Vince bit down on the cigarette. Sighed. "Most of the times” 

"He hurt you?" 

‘MI live" Another sigh. "I just feel like lve seen enough of him to last me a lifetime. That's all” 


More silence. Silence was nice. Night air didn't help Johnny sober up as he had hoped, but it did make him feel 


better. It was nice, too. 
"You have to go back in? Back to him?" 


Vince shrugged. "I don't know. | don't really have to, the gig is over. He'll just get pissed if | don't. Then again, 
he's already pissed, so.. | don't know." 


"Want to go to a bar with me? It's a few blocks away. Just to sit down for a while, have a few beers, maybe 


have a bite. You look like you could use a steak" 
"l'm not telling.” 
"What?.." 


‘lm not going to tell you anything on him you'd want to use. For once, asshole or not, he's one of us. And then, 


| don't really know anything like that anyway." 
Johnny gave a little laugh. 


"You overestimate me. I'm so off-job right now. Ain't in no shape to do the job, I'm afraid. | didn't mean that. | 


meant what | said. Just have a beer or two and calm down a little.” 
Vince turned to face him, his eyes dark and pained under the fuzzy white cloud of his hair. 


"Why?" 


If the answer Johnny gave him wasn't completely honest, it still wasn't anything but truth. "| need to sit down 
someplace quiet for a while. But | don't want to go alone. If | go alone, I'll just drink myself into a stupor. And 
that's not what | want." 


‘lm not the right guy to stop you from drinking.” 
"If l'm not alone, I'll stop myself." 


Vince smiled. For some reason, the sight was almost heartbreaking - Vince standing here, looking all small and 
fragile, red-eyed and sniffling - but smiling at him. Something too sad for words. He was just a kid after all. A 
kid with a cigarette in his hand and stiletto-heeled boots on his feet, and likely with a switchblade in his pocket, 
but a kid nonetheless. 


"Okay," Vince said. "What the hell. If the steak's on you." 
"Upon my word." 


And he did buy him a steak, when they wound up in a two-seat booth of a local country hang-out. It was 
more than a few blocks away, and finally Johnny just caught a taxi to take them there. Vince just laughed at 
him. He looked genuinely surprised to see that damn steak, but he wasn't the kind to refuse free food when it 
came to him. For the first time Johnny fully realized that those guys - all of them, maybe even Warren - 
were not just down on the money, but half-starved. Somehow it was disturbing. Johnny had never known what 
it felt like - when you weren't able to buy your own lunch. His mother wasn't exactly a money bag, but she 
had supported him all through his youth, even the wildest of it. She died before he finished the Academy, and 
he had always felt like it had been his fault - she'd seen him through too much, and she had been tired. But 
he had never known real need, then or afterwards. Sometimes it was so bad he couldn't afford a new shirt - 
but it hadn't ever been so bad that he couldn't afford a burrito. He had wanted to be a rock musician once, but 
he hadn't been able to give up everything for that dream. 


And there the difference lay. 
"You don't mind the music?" 
"Nah. | actually love country." 


"You do?!" 


Vince gave him another smile. Sad or not, his smiles were as irresistible as ever, and Johnny wasn't sure just 


what he felt about that. 


He didn't want to think about it. To be reasonable. Not tonight. 


"| like country. And that rock stuff | like most, like, ZZ Top? They're kind of country, too. Just, y'know, heavier 
kind of it." 


"You have a point there." 

"That's what | think" 

They talked about country, then, and Johnny bought him a beer. And then more beer. And then Vince asked if 
he could have a whisky, and Johnny didn't find the heart to turn him down. True to his word, Johmy himself 
stopped after the second beer, and so he was left with watching Vince get trashed. It was happening amazingly 
fast. Johnny would bet from the look of things that the kid had a better tolerance. 


Then again, there was no way of knowing how much he had already drunk before. 


And then the inevitable phrase had to be said aloud. "Vince, man, you're legless. You can't get home on your 


own 
"That's because l'm not alone. Lose all restraint when I'm not alone," no slur yet, just that distinct LA drawl 
getting even slower. "There's always someone to drag me home. Even Sixx drags me home. Figures he doesn't 
want his little bitch lying around for everyone to pick up." 

"Hey, hush now, bad boy. Before the cowboys here kick your ass. And mine, too." 

"For drinking with a bitch like me." 

"For drinking with a bitch like you." 

Giggles. 

"Are you going to drag me home, Detective?" 

"That's Johnny." 

"Johnny" 


"| have a better idea. l'Il call you a taxi." 


I'm turning out to be an expensive bitch, after all," this came out unexpectedly bitter, and Johnny gave him a 


little hug on the shoulders, helping him to stand up. 
‘Its okay. | can afford it" 


"Sugar daddy." 


"Oh fuck. | think we'd better get out of here." 


They were both laughing as they staggered down the street, and maybe that was why it took a while for 
Johnny to get a taxi to stop. By then he was sure it wasn't a good idea to leave Vince alone in the back seat 
of it. If only because the kid started giggling when he heard the word ‘destination’. So Johnny hopped in along 
with him. 


"Where do we drive you, Vince? Home?" 


"My home," Vince said with a sigh, "is in Covina. That's a long way from here." And he giggled again. The taxi 


driver gave Johnny a look full of genuine compassion 

"You getting back to the Motley House?" 

"I'd hate to," Vince said, and it sounded like the most sincere thing he'd said during that whole evening. 
"So where do we go?" 

Vince sighed again. And lowered his head. 

"There. To Clark Street. Where else?" 


Johnny nodded uncertainly, and the driver took it for a sign to start on the way. Vince curled up in his seat, 
biting his lips. The driver kept silent about Vince's boots getting dust and dry mud all over the leather 
upholstery, and Johnny decided to tip him royally. What the hell, he still had the money. He hadn't wasted too 
much during his vacation - the pay had kept coming, his booze was cheap and he had almost forgotten to eat, 
anyway. But the kid worried him. Johny reached out to pat him on the shoulder, and Vince, as if he had been 
waiting for it, leaned in, dropping his head on Johnny's shoulder. It felt much like it had felt with Steph, but it 
was a lot different, too. For once, he hadn't felt for Steph the way he did for Vince. And Vince wasn't trying to 
hit on him. He was just there, young, crushed, half-coherent, awfully drunk.. almost frighteningly soft. It was 
an almost impossible task not to give him a comfort hug. Johnny wasn't sober himself, and it took him every 


ounce of control not to do it. 

"There now," was all he said instead. 

Vince didn't seem to mind. He just sat - lay? - there, leaning on Johnny, his head on his shoulder, and Johnny 
could hear him breathe. Could feel him breath - small shallow breaths, and then a sigh, and then those small 
breaths again. He kept sighing, and it took Johnny a full ten minutes to realize that the kid was trying to keep 


from sobbing. 


Ah, fuck that shit. 


"Wait, bud," he told the driver. "Turn this thing. We're not going there." The driver slowed down and turned his 
head questioningly, and Johnny told him his own address. To hell with it all, it was as good a place to catch 
one's breath as anything else. 


Vince looked up. 

"What's that?" 

"That's where | live. You can sit a while there, or maybe take nap. You know. Before you're ready to go back" 
"Why?" Vince asked again "Just why are you doing that?" 


And Johnny, almost angry at him for being so suspicious, snapped back, "Because | can It doesn't cost me a 


thing, you know." 


There was a smile on Vince's lips again. A little different this time, almost.. wise. Knowing. It made him look a 


few years older. 
"Because you can," he whispered. "Oh mama, what a line. What different, different things people explain with it" 


Johnny shot him a look, but Vince went back to being half-awake on his shoulder, and it felt better this time. 
Looked like the kid calmed down a bit. He wasn't sleeping - was looking out of the window past Johnny's jacket 

collar, his eyes half-lidded. Looking so much like a big sleepy cat that Johnny finally failed to keep his hands to 
himself and gave him a quick stroke on the hair. Vince gave yet another smile - peaceful and easy, and it felt 


right. 
Johnny knew none of it was right, but it felt that way. 


Vince turned out to be able to walk by the time they arrived. He was polite enough to say "Good evening" to 
the concierge, even though the courtesy was lost on the suspicious old lady who didn't think the world of 
people coming home after midnight. He was quiet in the elevator and later, when Johnny was fussing with the 
keys in the corridor. He said ‘Wow' and laughed on seeing all the bottles that Johnny had never bothered to 
throw away. He sat down on the sofa cautiously, when Johnny invited him to, and looked at the photos on the 
far wall, but didn't ask anything. He nodded when Johnny offered to make some coffee and drank a cup, black 
with sugar. 


And when Johnny finally sat down on the sofa beside him, he kissed him. 
Johnny couldn't frankly say he was surprised. 
He kissed him, and at first Johnny thought he wasn't pushing him away because he was sorry for him, and it 


would be nice, were it the truth, only it wasn't the truth, and when Johnny found out it was nice all the same, 
that's where he got surprised, but by then it didn't matter. Vince was soft, yes, and following his every touch 


obediently, and he was hot, so hot it seemed he had an electric heater turned on inside him. He wasn't pushy, 
he wasn't greedy, but he wasn't cautious anymore either, and before Johnny could think what to do about it, 
he found out he couldn't think at all, and then he stopped caring. 

He had done it before. Just once, a long time ago, but he had done it before. 


And before this night was through, he did it again 


